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Objective: This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of emotion-focused group
couple therapy on marital adjustment, communication patterns, and sexual satisfaction
among couples experiencing marital conflicts.

Methodology: This applied quasi-experimental study employed a pre-test—post-test
control group design. The statistical population included all couples with marital
conflicts who attended psychological counseling centers in Arak in 2024. Thirty
participants were selected purposefully and randomly assigned to experimental (n=15)
and control (n=15) groups. Research instruments included the Marital Adjustment
Questionnaire (Spanier, 1976), the Communication Patterns Questionnaire
(Christensen & Salawy, 1984), and the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (Larson,
1998). The experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused
group couple therapy, while the control group received no intervention. Data were
analyzed using covariance and mixed ANOVA with SPSS-26 software.

Findings: The results indicated significant improvements in marital adjustment,
communication patterns, and sexual satisfaction in the experimental group compared
with the control group (p < 0.001). Multivariate analysis (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.43, F =
8.88, p < 0.001) confirmed the overall effectiveness of the intervention. Bonferroni
post-hoc tests showed that improvements persisted in the three-month follow-up
period, with no significant decline in post-test scores.

Conclusion: Emotion-focused group couple therapy, by restructuring emotional
experiences, fostering secure attachment, and improving emotional responsiveness,
effectively enhances marital adjustment, constructive communication, and sexual
satisfaction among couples with marital conflicts.

Keywords: Emotion-focused couple therapy; marital conflicts; marital adjustment;
communication patterns; sexual satisfaction
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital relationships constitute the core foundation of family life and the broader social structure.
A stable and emotionally fulfilling marriage serves as the cornerstone of psychological health, life
satisfaction, and social cohesion, while conflictual or unstable relationships can lead to emotional
exhaustion, alienation, and ultimately, family disintegration (Birditt et al., 2017). Over the past two decades,
the frequency of marital conflicts and divorce has increased worldwide, with many studies emphasizing
the first five years of marriage as the most vulnerable period (Hooshmandi et al., 2019). Marital conflict
manifests in different forms such as emotional withdrawal, persistent arguments, avoidance, and loss of
intimacy, which collectively deteriorate the quality of marital adjustment and mutual understanding
between spouses (Babayi, 2018).

Marital adjustment is one of the key indicators of family well-being. It reflects the ability of
couples to balance emotional needs, expectations, and life roles (‘Yar Mohammadian et al., 2011). Research has
shown that couples who maintain high marital adjustment tend to exhibit stronger emotional bonds, better
parenting performance, and greater resilience against stress (Erber & Erber, 2024). Conversely, unresolved
conflicts and emotional disconnection are significant predictors of marital dissatisfaction and eventual
divorce (Mohammadi et al., 2023).

Another critical dimension of marital functioning is sexual satisfaction, which plays a pivotal role
in maintaining emotional closeness and stability. Deprivation or dissatisfaction in sexual relations can
result in frustration, irritability, and compensatory behaviors outside the marital framework (Mosadegh et
al., 2023). Similarly, communication patterns serve as the medium through which emotions, needs, and
intentions are expressed and negotiated. Ineffective communication—often typified by demand-withdraw
or mutual avoidance patterns—can trigger escalating cycles of negativity that erode intimacy and trust
(Erber & Erber, 2024). Therefore, addressing emotional and communicational deficits through evidence-
based psychotherapeutic interventions has become an essential component of modern couple therapy
(SalehiT & Davarani, 2025).

One of the most empirically supported and theoretically coherent approaches to couple therapy is
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), developed by Greenberg and Johnson. EFT is grounded in attachment
theory and focuses on identifying, experiencing, and reorganizing emotional responses within intimate
relationships (Bradley & Furrow, 2013). This approach assumes that emotional awareness and expression are
essential for reshaping negative interaction cycles and establishing secure attachment bonds. EFT helps
couples transform reactive emotions such as anger or withdrawal into accessible and responsive forms of
engagement that foster connection and mutual empathy (Gilbert & Simos, 2022).

A growing body of research supports the efficacy of EFT in improving marital adjustment and
relationship satisfaction. For example, (Ghasemi et al., 2022) found that emotion-focused couple therapy
significantly reduced marital boredom and conflicts among distressed couples. Similarly, (Satoudi Navroodi
etal., 2024) demonstrated that emotion-focused group therapy enhanced forgiveness, marital harmony, and
emotional intimacy in incompatible couples. Moreover, (Kashtmand & Parandin, 2023) reported that group-
based EFT training improved marital adjustment and quality of life in women with marital disputes.

Recent studies have further expanded the application of EFT to group settings, highlighting its
unique benefits for social learning, emotional resonance, and collective empathy (Timulak et al., 2025).



Group-based EFT allows participants to observe and internalize corrective emotional experiences not only
through their interactions but also through vicarious learning from others. (Farhoudi Manesh, 2025) found
that emotion-focused group interventions enhanced sexual functioning and frustration tolerance among
working women, while (Ghaforian Mohabi et al., 2025) revealed that EFT—whether individual or couple-
based—improved attachment security and reduced extramarital relational tendencies.

In parallel, scholars such as (Gilbert & Simos, 2022) and (Pazhuhandeh et al., 2023) have emphasized the
therapeutic synergy between EFT and compassion-focused therapy (CFT). Compassion-oriented
interventions promote empathy, emotional regulation, and self-acceptance, thereby complementing EFT’s
emphasis on deep emotional processing. (Golestanifar, 2025) further confirmed that integrating emotion- and
compassion-focused frameworks effectively reduced covert relational aggression and improved
psychological well-being in couples with cardiovascular conditions.

In the Iranian sociocultural context, EFT has demonstrated substantial effectiveness in addressing
marital discord by fostering emotional openness and secure attachment patterns (Navroodi et al., 2025). The
emphasis on emotional validation and mutual empathy within EFT aligns with collectivist cultural values
that prioritize relational harmony and family cohesion. (Yildizhan et al., 2024) also highlighted the
importance of therapists’ emotional regulation when working with high-conflict couples, noting that
therapeutic attunement plays a vital role in facilitating relational transformation. Moreover, the
development of session-level process measures by (Talmor et al., 2025) has enhanced the precision and
accountability of EFT implementation by capturing moment-to-moment emotional shifts during therapy.

Overall, empirical findings converge on the conclusion that EFT operates through three primary
mechanisms: (1) restructuring maladaptive emotional patterns, (2) enhancing responsiveness and
accessibility between partners, and (3) re-establishing secure attachment bonds that underpin long-term
relationship satisfaction (Erber & Erber, 2024; Gilbert & Simos, 2022). Given these strengths, group-based EFT
appears to be a particularly cost-effective and powerful method for promoting emotional repair and
relational growth.

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of emotion-focused group couple therapy
on marital adjustment, communication patterns, and sexual satisfaction among couples with marital
conflicts in Arak, Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pre-test—post-test control group design with a three-
month follow-up. The population comprised all couples experiencing marital conflicts who attended
counseling centers in Arak in 2024. Thirty participants were selected purposefully and randomly assigned
to experimental (n = 15) and control (n = 15) groups.

The experimental group participated in eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused group couple
therapy based on Johnson’s structured model. The sessions covered topics such as identifying negative
emotional cycles, exploring attachment needs, developing empathy, transforming secondary emotions into
primary emotions, and re-establishing secure emotional bonds. The control group received no intervention
during the same period.

Measurement tools included the Marital Adjustment Scale by Spanier (1976), the Communication
Patterns Questionnaire by Christensen and Salaway (1984), and the Sexual Satisfaction Scale by Larson
(1998). Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and mixed-design ANOVA via
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SPSS 26 to determine the between-group and within-group differences across pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up phases.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the mean scores of marital adjustment, constructive
communication, and sexual satisfaction significantly increased in the experimental group after the
intervention, whereas avoidance and demand-withdraw communication patterns decreased. Statistical
analyses confirmed the normal distribution of data and the homogeneity of variances across groups.

Multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) results indicated a significant multivariate effect of
the EFT intervention on all dependent variables (Wilks’ Lambda = 0.43, F = 8.88, p < 0.001, n> = 0.35).
Univariate tests revealed that marital adjustment (F = 15.09, p < 0.001), communication patterns (F =
15.37, p < 0.001), and sexual satisfaction (F = 25.77, p < 0.001) all improved significantly following the
therapy.

Post hoc Bonferroni tests indicated that the differences between pre-test and post-test, as well as
between pre-test and follow-up, were statistically significant (p < 0.001), while no significant differences
were found between post-test and follow-up scores (p > 0.05). These results confirm the stability of
therapeutic outcomes over time.

In addition, interaction effects between time and group were significant for all dependent variables,
indicating that the experimental group’s improvement was directly attributable to the EFT intervention
rather than external factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that emotion-focused group couple therapy effectively
enhances marital adjustment, improves communication patterns, and increases sexual satisfaction among
couples facing marital conflicts. These outcomes corroborate the core assumptions of EFT that emphasize
the centrality of emotion and attachment processes in shaping relational well-being.

The observed increase in marital adjustment suggests that EFT facilitates emotional accessibility
and responsiveness between partners, which are the hallmarks of secure attachment. By allowing couples
to express and validate vulnerable emotions such as fear, loneliness, and shame, EFT reduces
defensiveness and fosters emotional safety. This process aligns with the findings of previous research
emphasizing the role of empathic attunement in sustaining marital harmony. The group format amplified
these effects by providing a supportive environment where participants could observe and learn from each
other’s emotional breakthroughs.

The significant improvement in communication patterns reflects EFT’s ability to dismantle
destructive interaction cycles. Through experiential dialogues guided by the therapist, partners learned to
replace blame and withdrawal with curiosity, openness, and mutual regulation. This finding underscores
the dynamic interplay between emotional processing and communication behavior: as emotional
awareness increases, communication becomes more constructive, reciprocal, and validating. The
maintenance of these gains in the follow-up phase further suggests that EFT promotes lasting cognitive
and emotional restructuring rather than temporary behavioral compliance.

In terms of sexual satisfaction, the results highlight the deep interconnection between emotional
intimacy and physical closeness. When partners experience each other as emotionally available and
trustworthy, sexual encounters become expressions of connection rather than arenas of tension. EFT’s
focus on fostering secure emotional bonds indirectly enhances sexual satisfaction by reducing



performance anxiety and increasing affective engagement. These results resonate with the view that
emotional safety is a prerequisite for fulfilling sexual relationships, and that addressing relational emotions
is often more effective than targeting sexual behavior alone.

From a broader theoretical standpoint, the findings affirm the multidimensional nature of EFT as
both an attachment-based and emotion-centered intervention. By reprocessing maladaptive emotional
responses and restructuring interactional patterns, EFT enables couples to co-create a new emotional
reality characterized by mutual responsiveness and resilience. The stability of post-treatment outcomes
observed in this study supports the notion that once couples internalize secure attachment patterns, these
new dynamics become self-reinforcing.

Moreover, the successful application of EFT in a group setting underscores its cultural adaptability
and practical advantages. In collectivist societies such as Iran, where relational interconnectedness and
shared experiences are highly valued, group therapy provides an effective medium for emotional
resonance and community validation. Participants not only benefited from direct therapeutic intervention
but also from witnessing others’ struggles and resolutions, which normalized their experiences and
enhanced empathy.

In conclusion, emotion-focused group couple therapy represents a robust, evidence-based
approach that addresses both emotional and relational dimensions of marital conflict. Its emphasis on
emotional awareness, validation, and restructuring enables couples to break negative cycles, restore
intimacy, and cultivate enduring satisfaction. Given its demonstrated effectiveness, EFT holds significant
promise for integration into counseling centers and family therapy programs aimed at strengthening
marital relationships and reducing divorce rates in culturally diverse settings.
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