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Marital satisfaction and intimacy are influential factors in psychological well-being.
Psychotherapy can be effective in promoting them. This study aimed to compare the effect
of three methods of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy, Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, and Imago Relationship Therapy on Marital Satisfaction and Intimacy in married
women. This is a semi-experimental study in which three groups of women took part.
Thirty-nine married women completed the study (Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy: 14,
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT): 14, and Imago Relationship Therapy: 11).
Data were collected using ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale and Intimacy Scale. Data were
analyzed using SPSS v. 22 via one-way ANOVA and t-tests. The findings indicated the
effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (3.37+£1.27 vs. 4.79+0.68), Acceptance
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and Commitment Therapy (3.35+0.35 vs. 4.19+0.16), and Imago Relationship Therapy
(3.52+0.15 vs. 4.17+0.16) on intimacy (p=0.001, Partial Eta Squared=0.30); and
effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (203.70+14.88 vs. 273.33+8.26),
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (202.11+16.29 vs. 208.71+13.66), and Imago
Relationship Therapy (200.08+7.51 vs. 438.01+17.82) on marital satisfaction (p=0.001,
Partial Eta Squared=0.98). Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy, Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy, and Imago Relationship Therapy had a large effect size on the intimacy and
marital satisfaction of married women. Imago Relationship Therapy was clinically the most
effective therapy.

Keywords: women, marriage, marital status, marital relationships, psychotherapy.
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Y0B/JEeTBOPEHHOCTh OpakoM M  6GJM30CThIO BBICTYNAKT BaXXHBIMHU  acleKTaMH
IICUXO0JIOTUYECKOTo OJsaronoJsiyyus. biarofapsi mncuxoTepanvu HX KadyeCTBO MOMXKET
3HAYMTEeJIbHO YJAY4YLINThCA. B paMKax HacTosilero uccjaief0BaHus CPaBHUBAIOCh BJIUSIHHAE
TpeX MeTOJ0B INCUXOTepalMh — 3MOLHOHAJbHO-CPOKYCHPOBAaHHOM NMAapHOW Tepanuy,
Tepanuu NPUHATHUSA U OTBETCTBEHHOCTHM W MMaroTepanMu — Ha Y/JOBJIETBOPEHHOCTb
OpakoM M O6JM30CTBI Yy 3aMYXXHUX >KEeHLUUH. B 3TOM moJiyskcneprMeHTaJlbHOM
YCCIeJOBaHUHY NIPUHAJIN yYacTHe TPU IPyNIibl )KeHIIUH. B ucciesoBanuu yyactsoBaau 39
3aMYKHHUX KeHILIUH (14 4esioBeK MPOXOAUJIN IMOLMOHAIbHO-CPOKYCUPOBAHHYIO NAapHYIO
Tepanuw, 14 KeHIIMH — Tepanul MNPUHATHA M OTBETCTBEHHOCTH U 11 —
vMarotepanuio). /JlaHHble ObLIM COOpaHbl C MCIOJb30BaHHEM TECT-ONMPOCHUKA
yaoByeTBopeHHOCTH 6pakoM ENRICH. /lsis aHaiM3a JaHHBIX UCIIOJIb30BaJach porpaMmma
SPSS v. 22, npuMeHsisica oAHODAKTOPHbIM JUCIIEPCUOHHBIA aHa/lu3 U t-KpUTepum g
NOMAapHOTO CpPaBHEHUSl CpeAHUX 3HauyeHUW. PesysbTaTbl mnokasaiu 3PpQPeKTUBHOCTH
3MOIMOHA/TIbHO-CPOKYCUPOBAHHOM MapHoOU Tepanuu (3,37+1,27 6a//10B /10 ICUXOTEPANUHU
npotuB 4,79+0,68 6assoB mocje MNPOXOXKJAEHUS ICUXTepanuy), Tepanud MNPUHATUSA
u oTtBeTcTBeHHOCTHU (3,35+0,35 npoTtus 4,19+0,16) u umarorepanuu (3,52+0,15 npoTus
4,17+0,16) B OTHOIIEHUHU Y[ OBJETBOPeHHOCTU Osin30cThi0 (p=0,001, yacTU4YHBIN 3Ta
kBaZpaT=0,30); ¥ 3dPeKTUBHOCTb 3MOLUOHAIBbHO-CHOKYCHPOBAaHHON MAapHOW Tepamnuu
(203,70+14,88 npotuB 273,33+8,26), Tepanuu NPUHATHUS U OTBeTCTBeHHOCTH (202,11*
16,29 npotuB 208,71+13,66) u umarotepanuu (200,08+7,51 mpotuB 438,01+17,82)
B OTHOLIEHUHU YA0BJIeTBOPeHHOCTU 6pakoM (p=0,001, yacTuuHbIM 3Ta KBaApaT=0,98). Bce
BU/bl TEpPANUHX OKa3aau 60JibllIOe BJIHUSIHME HA YA0BJIETBOPEHHOCTb 6JIM30CThI0 U HpaKoM
y 3aMyXHUX XeHU[UH. MMarorepamnus BbICTynu/aa Haubosee 3PPeKTHBHBIM BHUOM
Tepanuu.

Kiaw4deBble cJjoBa: ’KEHIIHHbI, 3aMy»XeCTBO, ceMeliHOe IIOJIOXKEHHUE, CyNnpyXecCKue
OTHOLIEHHH, ICUX0Tepanud.

CooTBeTCTBUE HCCJ€J0BAaHUS ITUYECKUM TpeGoBaHUSAM. MccienoBaHue 6bLIO
on06peHo KomuteToM mo 3TMke MasaHAapaHCKOr0 YHUBEPCUTETA MEJUIUHCKHUX HayK
(IRRMAZUMS.REC.1396.2695). OT Bcex y4yacTHHI, ObLJIO MOJy4€HO MHUCbMEHHOE CorJacue
Ha y4yacTHe B UCCJIe[JOBAaHUM.
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Introduction

Marital satisfaction is a couple's general subjective assessment of the marital
relationship and the extent of the fulfillment of personal and joint demands, wishes, and
desires in a relationship [37]. It is one of the comprehensive concepts utilized in evaluating
happiness and stability in marriage [39]. Marital satisfaction is strongly associated with
marital intimacy [12; 25; 62].

Intimacy is a fundamental psychological need and one of the crucial aspects of marital
communication that affects marital adjustment, and mental health decreases the risk of
depression, and enhances well-being and happiness [4; 5; 13; 48; 52; 68]. In opposition, the
absence of intimacy is one of the most prevalent explanations of distress and failure among
men and women. It negatively affects couples' relations and, by that, results in conflicts and
incompatibility, causes stress, depression, and affective and mental disorders as well [16;
76]. Furthermore, lack of intimacy and less marital satisfaction increase the possibility of
divorce, and instability of marriage [31; 63; 73]. Likewise, numerous researchers declare
that intimacy, which is a critical factor of marital satisfaction, can be achieved by effective
communication and reciprocal disclosure [75]. In this regard, various psychotherapies
have been proposed for improving the couples' interactional style and consequently
increasing marital intimacy and satisfaction [18].

One of these approaches is the Imago relationship therapy (IRT) which was
developed as an integrative, relational approach for couples based upon a combination of
attachment theory, object relations, transactional analysis, developmental psychology, and
behavioral change technique. IRT speculates that unconscious partner choice causes an
opportunity to alleviate a connection that was lost in childhood through increasing
empathy, understanding, and interaction with the romantic partner. IRT considers that
development occurs in a relational pattern and underlines self-in-relation rather than the
self-as-independent. In this regard, IRT strives to rectify developmental stumbling blocks
and childhood injuries by reforming the relationship between partners through specific
empathic dialogue skills, such as the couples dialogue, parent-child dialogue, caring
behaviors, behavior change request dialogue, and Imago workup [44; 46; 50; 79].
Expressly, empathy is the most crucial construct of the IRT, and the fundamental element
for couples to create relational bonds and maintain the quality of relationships
subsequently, coupled with high levels of empathy report fewer marital complaints and
high marital satisfaction [14; 30; 50; 60]. Several studies have shown that IRT improves
marital relationships, and marital happiness, and improves the quality of the couples' lives
[8; 22].

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) is the other effective treatment for
marital problems that several studies have been proved its application [2; 3; 55]. Through
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the ACT view, marital conflicts are formed by each partner's rigid and impracticable
experiential avoidance strategies in the context of couple relationships. General avoidance
strategies consist of avoiding interaction with one's partner because of the previous
communications which have brought them into conflicts or emotional distance; avoiding
expressions of emotional or physical intimacy on account of the fear of rejection, and
avoiding common activities that lead to meaning creation and mutual memories. These
avoidance behaviors may occasionally provide provisional relief and delay experiencing
undesired thoughts and feelings but they eventually end up generating more pain,
suffering, and relationship damage. Furthermore, there is a fusion of thoughts and feelings
about the actions or lack of actions in the relationship, and believing such thoughts as
actual as well as acting on them keeps couples' negative relationship patterns. ACT strives
to create distance from schema-driven thoughts that draw partners into experiential
avoidance behaviors and aids partners to free from schema-driven thoughts that act as
roadblocks to values-based actions and so, decrease the impact of these thoughts on
behavior. Generally, ACT aims to help couples to become mindful regarding their own
cognitive and emotional responses/ behaviors, as well as their partner's. Also, make clear
the values they hold related to their relationship, and pledge to act compatibly with these
valued directions [43; 55]. A review of 20 meta-analyses showed that ACT is effective on
anxiety, depression, substance use, and pain [24].

Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT), the other couple psychotherapy that has
been applied in this study, is an attachment-based psychotherapy that develops on
humanistic and systemic assumptions to help couples make their interactions better by
forming a more secure and validating emotional bond in their relationship [35; 36]. EFCT
considers relational conflicts as the cycle of negative interactional patterns that are evoked
by underlying emotional processes related to attachment needs and emotions are regarded
as a series of responses that help in predicting, understanding, and responding to
individual experiences [23; 26]. EFCT is aimed at identifying emotions and interpreting
them into understandable messages and productive behaviors. The failure to transfer the
affective conditions may result in conflicts in interpersonal relationships [23; 27]. Overall,
EFCT aided to ameliorate the interactional style and skill of the partners; this would
sequentially conduce to the improvement of marital satisfaction because communication is
a fundamental skill mandatory for the relationship to work [6; 69; 70; 74] that is to say,
couples with more affirmative patterns of interaction would experience a high level of
satisfaction and favorable quality of the marital relationship [7; 53]. A meta-analysis found
EFCT to be highly effective in couples' problems [20].

It has been suggested that marital conflicts are a risk factor for psychological and
physical health [9]. Marital dissatisfaction is related to emotional distress, depressive
symptoms, and mental disorders [57]. Therefore, it is very important to resolve marital
conflicts in clinical psychology. Given the high rate of divorce in Iran, increasing marital
intimacy and satisfaction in couples improve their interpersonal relationship pattern which
consequently reduces divorce. There is relatively more research on the effectiveness of
couple therapies on marital satisfaction and intimacy [1; 17; 29; 38; 40; 55; 58; 66].
Nevertheless, in the research literature, there was not any study to compare the
effectiveness of these three couple therapies on marital satisfaction and intimacy to
determine which is the most effective. This study hypothesizes that EFCT, ACT, and IRT can
lead to improved marital satisfaction and intimacy in married women.
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Method

Study design. This is an experimental study in which three groups received Emotion-
Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and Imago
Relationship Therapy (IRT). This study has been approved by the Ethics Committee for
Research at Mazandaran University of Medical Sciences (IR.MAZUMS.REC.1396.2695). We
received written consent from all participants after explaining the objectives and assured
them that they could leave the study at any time.

Participants. The population of the study was forty-five married women but six of
them dropped out of treatment in the first and second sessions (one subject of EFCT, one
subject of ACT, and four subjects of IRT). The sample was selected among all married
women who were referred to Tehran Psychiatric Institute Clinic for psychotherapy. The
marriage was a civil and religious marriage in this study. All participants had nuclear
families. The sample size was based on previous studies and considering the test power
(0.80) and the significance level (0.95), 15 patients were selected in each group.

Procedure. All subjects were completely randomly assigned into EFCT, ACT, and IRT
groups after signing an informed consent form and based on the inclusion and exclusion
criteria. The inclusion criteria include the age between 20 and 50 years old, the ability to
read and write, conflicts, and marital problems. Exclusion criteria include any current
psychological treatment, substance abuse, personality disorders, and absence of more than
two sessions in the treatment process. A structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV
Disorders-2 (SCID-II) was used to investigate the exclusion criteria. Considering the
individual sessions of the treatment, each subject of the sample was randomly assigned to a
group by a person who did not know about the research. Then, pre-test data were collected
from all the subjects in the first session. The subjects of each group were individually
visited each week by a trained doctoral student who specialized in that treatment. The
method of the intervention of IRT was based on the Imago Therapy Approach adapted from
Hendrix and Hannah (2013), EFCT was designed according to instructions of Johnson [36],
and ACT was based on instructions of Peterson et al. [55] which were respectively eight - 1
hour, eight - 90 min, and twelve - 45-min face-to-face individual therapy sessions.

Measures

Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Disorders-2 (SCID-1I). Structured Clinical
Interview for DSM-IV Disorders-2 (SCID-II) is a semi-structured interview, which is used to
diagnose common axis II disorders according to the DSM-IV criteria and contains 10
personality disorders criteria. Inter-rater reliability coefficients ranged from 0.48 to 0.98
for categorical diagnosis, and from 0.90 to 0.98 for the intraclass correlation coefficient.
Internal consistency coefficients were adequate, from 0.71 to 0.94 [45]. The reliability
coefficient of Farsi version of SCID-II obtained using the test-retest method within one
week was 0.87.

ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale. This scale is a multidimensional self-report
measure designed by Olson, Fournier, & Druckman [54] to identify potentially problematic
areas or strengths and productive marital relationships. It contains 115 items and 12
subscales including idealistic distortion, marital satisfaction, personality issues,
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communication, conflict resolution, financial management, leisure activities, sexual
relationship, children and parenting, family and friends, equalitarian roles, and religious
orientation [21]. Each statement includes three items rated on a 5-point Likert scale
ranging from 1 (completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). Like the original version, the
Farsi version of the EMS includes 115 items and 12 factors. Internal consistency coefficients of
the factors spanned from 0.50 to 0.87 and the test-retest reliability of the questionnaire for
men, women, and the entire sample was 0.94, 0.94, and 0.94, respectively [61].

Intimacy Scale. The Intimacy Scale is a 17-item scale assessing general intimacy. Each
item is rated on a scale of 1 to 7. A higher score indicates greater intimacy/affection.
Walker & Thompson [72] reported good reliability of IS through Cronbach's alpha, 0.91 to
0.97. The correlation of this scale with the Fear of Intimacy Scale (FIS) was reported as
-0.58, which represents its divergent validity.

Statistical Analysis. All analysis was performed using IBM SPSS for Windows, v. 22.0
[33]. First, descriptive statistics for the participants' demographic data were calculated. Before
examining the effectiveness of the interventions, Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was performed for
assessing normal distribution and homoscedasticity. As shown in Table 2, to compare the
difference between groups one-way ANOVA was conducted. Furthermore, the paired t-test
was served to evaluate the difference between the pre-test and post-test, and the effect size of
each sample. The level of statistical significance was set at a=0.05 for all statistics.

Results

Results of the demographic characteristics indicate that IRT's mean age was 34.82,
ACT's - 34.00, and EFCT - 31.43. Most of the IRTs and ACT's educational level was the
bachelor and for EFCT was a diploma and bachelor's (Table 1).

Table 1
Characteristics of sample based on research group
IRT n (%) ACT n (%) EFCT n (%) p

Number 14 (36) 14 (36) 11 (28)
Agemean (sD) 34.82 (1.89) 34.00 (1.43) 31.43 (1.43) 0.05
Educational level

Diploma 0 3(21.42) 6 (42.85)

Bachelor 8(72.72) 10 (71.42) 6 (42.85) 0.09

Master Degree 3(27.28) 1(7.16) 2 (14.30)
Length of marriage 6.5 (2.72) 7.1 (2.21) 6.7 (1.83) 0.31
Children

<1 10 (71.42) 11 (78.57) 9 (81.81)

1-2 3(21.43) 2 (14.28) 2 (18.19) 0.12

>3 1(7.15) 1(7.15) 0
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As shown in Table 2, normal distribution is achieved in both variables. Therefore,
a one-way ANOVA was performed. The result of ANOVA demonstrated that no differences
in the pre-test and significant differences were obtained between the groups in the post-
test (Table 3).

Table 2

Descriptive statistics and Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of research groups

Pre-test Post-test
Variable Group
df KS p M SD df KS p M SD
IRT 0.70 0.699 3.52 0.15 0.73 0.663 4,17 0.16

Intimacy ACT 2 042 0994 3.35 035 2 045 0986 4.19 0.30

EFCT 058 0885 337 127 053 0935 479  0.68

IRT 053 0937 20008 751 2 098 0290 43801 17.82

Marital ACT 2 037 0999 20211 1629 050 0965 20871 13.66
Satisfaction

EFCT 091 0.373 203.70 14.88 0.88 0500 27333 826

Table 3

ANOVA results for research variables

Pre-test Post-test
Variable  Group
M (SD) F p M (SD) F p
IRT 3.52 (0.15) 4.17 (0.16)
Intimacy ACT 3.35(0.35) 0.16 0.852 4.19 (0.16) 7.85 0.001
EFCT 3.37 (1.27) 4.79 (0.68)
IRT 200.08 (7.51) 438.01 (17.82)
Marital —  ep 202.11(16.29) 081 0211 208.71(13.66) 930.98 0.001
Satisfaction
EFCT 203.70 (14.88) 273.33 (8.26)

According to Table 4, a significant difference was found between the pre-test and
post-test in the intimacy variable for all interventions. In other words, the results indicated
that all three couple therapies were effective in improving marital intimacy. For marital
satisfaction, a significant difference was detected for EFCT and IRT between the pre-test
and post-test. Hence, ACT was not effective in enhancing marital satisfaction based on the
results. Considering Cohen's d, the effects of all three interventions were clinically
significant on intimacy, and IRT was clinically the most effective therapy. Regarding marital
satisfaction, IRT was clinically the most powerful treatment and ACT had a poor effect.
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Table 4
Paired t-test and effect size of pre- and post-test scales for research variables

Pair differences

Variable Group t p Cohen's d r
M SD
IRT -0.64 0.20 -10.44 0.001 -4.19 -0.90
Intimacy ACT -0.83 0.38 -8.20 0.001 -2.57 -0.79
EFCT -1.42 0.86 -6.13 0.001 -1.39 -0.57
IRT -237.92 15.72 -50.17 0.001 -17.40 -0.99
Marital ACT -6.60 13.87 -1.78 0.098 -0.44 0.21
Satisfaction
EFCT -69.63 20.43 -12.74 0.001 -5.78 -0.94
Discussion

The purpose of the study was to compare the effect of Emotion-Focused Couple
Therapy (EFCT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and Imago Relationship
Therapy (IRT) on marital satisfaction and intimacy. The results of the study corroborated
the effectiveness of EFCT, ACT, and IRT on intimacy, while the IRT was the most effective
therapy. The findings of this study were in line with the results of several researches [17;
19; 29; 40; 41; 49; 66; 67; 77; 78]. However, to explain the high effectiveness of IRT it can
be mentioned that in Imago Relationship Therapy couple's unhealed wounds in childhood
and their impact on their current relationship are considered the main cause of the
decrease in intimacy, hence IRT helps couples to form a secure position to attain empathy
and validation through mirroring and deep listening [40]. Empathy is the main concept of
the IRT which plays a fundamental role in the development and maintenance of a couple's
bonds [59]. Each partner expresses his emotional status through IRT techniques and
enhances his listening skills which improve his empathic relationship and; in turn,
ameliorates marital intimacy [19; 40].

The findings confirmed the effectiveness of EFCT and IRT on marital satisfaction,
while the effectiveness of ACT was not statistically significant. The results of this study
were consistent with the findings of other studies [1; 11; 53; 58; 63]. To explain the results
of the study, it should be noted that couple international styles are straightly related to
marital satisfaction [71], and negative interaction patterns are a strong predictor of marital
dissatisfaction and marital conflicts [42]. Thus, couples' treatment mostly focuses on
improving interaction and fostering their emotional relationship [56]. More specifically,
EFCT focuses on recognizing the fears and needs of attachment and increasing the support
and care of spouses [51; 65] and aims to extend restricted emotional responses that
provoke negative interactional patterns, reconstitute interactions so that couples become
more attainable and responsive to each other, and reinforce positive caring cycles [34]
which increase safety and intimacy among couples and are the necessary elements for the
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maintenance of a satisfactory and successful marriage [28; 58]. Moreover, one of the main
reasons for the effectiveness of IRT is its emphasis on empathy and caring behaviors.
Empathy forms the main feature of emotional support; higher levels of empathic
interaction increase the partner bond and positively influence the continued development
of healthy partner communications, a strong association with relationship satisfaction [10;
15; 59].

Regarding the results, IRT was more effective than EFCT which was accordant with
Sheydanfar et al. research [64]. For clarifying this result, it can be pointed out IRT's
theoretical features and techniques. IRT emphasizes the relational paradigm, conflicts'
origins, and early relationship effects, the role of relationships in healing childhood
wounds. Overall, IRT focuses on growth and understanding between the couple [32].
Furthermore, the couple's collaboration in getting involved in their own and their partner's
internalized mental world may exceedingly change the couple's interactional patterns and
consequently enhance marital satisfaction. As shown, the effectiveness of ACT was
statistically insignificant but clinically was poorly effective on marital satisfaction which
was inconsistent with some studies [1; 47; 55]. This inconsistency might be attributed to
the sample of this study. In the previous studies, the samples were couples; however, in
this study merely women were recruited. For this purpose, it is recommended that other
studies should be performed on couples as well.

It may be that one method is more effective than other methods in a different context.
Therefore, finding out which methods are more effective can help psychologists to choose a
technique in different contexts. It is also necessary for researchers to study the
effectiveness of different couple therapy methods depending on other variables affecting
the psychotherapy process.

Limitations. Finally, like every other research, this study has some limitations. First,
the sample was not sufficiently diverse which may hinder the generalizability of the results.
Also, the subjects of the study were simply women who referred to Tehran Psychiatric
Institute Clinic for psychotherapy thus single-gender subjects were the other limitation.
Another limitation of this study was the absence of governing on intruding variables such
as socioeconomic status and income of the sample.

Conclusions

Based on the findings of this study, the IRT, ACT, and EFCT enhance the intimacy and
marital satisfaction of married women. Also, the results indicate that the impact of IRT on
marital satisfaction and EFCT on the intimacy was more effective than other couple therapy
methods in married women.
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