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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
therapy (CBT) and emotion-focused therapy (EFT) in reducing vaginismus symptoms
and improving sexual functioning among married women.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up
design with a control group. The population consisted of married women aged 30-45
years attending counseling centers in District 2 of Tehran during 2024-2025. Thirty
eligible participants were randomly assigned to two experimental groups (CBT and
EFT; n=15 each). Both interventions were delivered in eight 80-minute sessions. Data
were collected using the Reisi et al. Vaginismus Scale and analyzed via repeated-
measures ANOVA.

Findings: Multivariate tests revealed significant differences among the groups
(p<0.001) with large effect sizes (1=0.47-0.85). Both CBT and EFT significantly
reduced sexual pain, negative feelings, fear, and avoidance compared with the control
group. EFT demonstrated stronger and more sustained effects on overall vaginismus
symptoms and sexual functioning, whereas CBT showed greater efficacy in modifying
dysfunctional cognitions and reducing performance anxiety.

Conclusion: Although both therapeutic approaches were effective, emotion-focused
therapy exhibited superior clinical benefits by addressing emotional regulation and
relational dynamics underlying vaginismus.

Keywords: Vaginismus; Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy; Emotion-Focused Therapy;
Sexual Function; Married Women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Vaginismus is a complex and multifausal female sexual dysfunction characterized by involuntary
contraction of the pelvic floor muscles during attempted vaginal penetration, resulting in pain, fear,
avoidance of intercourse, and serious disruption of marital intimacy. The disorder affects not only physical
sexual functioning but also emotional well-being, self-esteem, marital satisfaction, and quality of life.
Contemporary evidence suggests that vaginismus is best conceptualized as an interaction of physiological,
cognitive, emotional, relational, and sociocultural processes rather than a purely biomedical condition
(Fitria, 2025; Zulfikaroglu, 2025). Systematic prevalence studies indicate that cultural taboos, limited sexual
education, and stigma significantly contribute to underreporting and chronicity of the disorder, especially
in conservative societies (Sabategadam et al., 2019). Qualitative research among Iranian women further
highlights profound emotional distress, shame, fear of rejection, impaired body image, and relational
insecurity as core components of lived experience in vaginismus (Heidaryan et al., 2021; Yeganeh et al., 2019).

Extensive research demonstrates that vaginismus involves strong cognitive and affective
components including catastrophic beliefs about penetration, performance anxiety, hypervigilance to
bodily sensations, and maladaptive emotion regulation strategies (Baser et al., 2020; Najaat et al., 2019).
Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has long been considered a gold-standard intervention for sexual
dysfunctions. CBT addresses dysfunctional beliefs, reduces performance anxiety, facilitates graded
exposure, and modifies avoidance behavior, leading to substantial symptom improvement (Metz et al., 2017,
ter Kuile et al., 2007). Controlled trials and comparative studies confirm the efficacy of CBT in reducing
vaginismus severity and improving sexual satisfaction (Eserdag et al., 2021; Omidvar et al., 2021; Tastan et al.,
2021). Innovative extensions of CBT, such as cognitive-behavioral hypnotherapy, have further expanded
therapeutic outcomes (Alavizadeh et al., 2025; Karav et al., 2025).

However, accumulating evidence suggests that cognitive and behavioral change alone may be
insufficient for many women whose symptoms are rooted in unresolved emotional conflicts, attachment
insecurity, and deep-seated sexual shame (Heidaryan et al., 2021; Yeganeh et al., 2019). Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) has emerged as a powerful alternative by directly targeting core emotional processes,
strengthening secure attachment bonds, and restructuring maladaptive relational cycles. Clinical studies
report significant reductions in sexual anxiety and dysfunction following EFT interventions (Gharashi, 2020;
Hashemi & Ghahramani, 2021). Research also shows that emotion regulation plays a mediating role between
sexual mindfulness and relational quality, directly influencing sexual satisfaction (Asma Tabatabaeian, 2024).
Emotion-focused schema therapy further demonstrates durable improvements in sexual self-assertiveness
and self-esteem among women with vaginismus (Akhlaghi & Rasouli, 2022; Kakavand et al., 2025).

Recent systematic reviews emphasize that successful treatment of vaginismus requires integrative
approaches that address emotional, cognitive, physiological, and relational dimensions simultaneously
(Abdenijad & Simber, 2021; Zulfikaroglu, 2025). Complementary interventions including pelvic floor
rehabilitation (Awad et al., 2025), internet-based CBT (Borji-Navan & Salehin, 2025), hypnotherapeutic protocols
(Karav et al., 2025), and mindfulness-based programs (Omidvar et al., 2021) further support the
multidimensional nature of treatment. Nevertheless, direct comparative evidence between CBT and EFT
remains limited, particularly within Iranian cultural contexts where sexual dysfunction is heavily
influenced by sociocultural constraints (Hashemi & Ghahramani, 2021; Tastan et al., 2021; Zulfikaroglu, 2025).



Methods and Materials

This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a control group.
Participants were 30 married women aged 30-45 diagnosed with vaginismus and recruited from
counseling centers in Tehran. Eligible participants were randomly assigned to either the Cognitive-
Behavioral Therapy group or the Emotion-Focused Therapy group, with 15 participants in each group.
Both interventions consisted of eight structured 80-minute sessions delivered weekly. Data were collected
at three time points: pre-intervention, post-intervention, and follow-up. The primary outcome measure
was the Vaginismus Scale assessing sexual pain, negative feelings, fear, and avoidance.

Findings

Statistical analyses demonstrated significant multivariate differences among groups across time.
Both treatment groups showed substantial reductions in vaginismus symptoms compared with the control
condition. Effect sizes were large, indicating strong treatment impact.

The CBT group exhibited pronounced improvement in dysfunctional cognitions, performance
anxiety, and avoidance behaviors. Participants reported enhanced control over sexual responses, improved
cognitive appraisal of sexual experiences, and greater confidence during intimacy.

The EFT group demonstrated superior improvement in emotional distress, sexual fear, relational
intimacy, and long-term symptom maintenance. Reductions in sexual pain, emotional avoidance, and
relational tension were greater and more stable over time in the EFT group. Follow-up results indicated
that improvements in the EFT group remained consistent, while the CBT group showed mild symptom
rebound in emotional and relational dimensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that both CBT and EFT are effective treatments for vaginismus, but they
exert their influence through distinct therapeutic mechanisms. CBT primarily operates through cognitive
restructuring, exposure, and anxiety management, producing strong short-term symptom relief. EFT, by
contrast, appears to create deeper and more durable change by transforming core emotional processes,
attachment patterns, and relational dynamics that sustain the disorder.

The superior performance of EFT in emotional and relational outcomes suggests that vaginismus
is fundamentally rooted in affective and attachment-based processes rather than purely cognitive
distortions. Emotional safety, secure bonding, and regulation of sexual fear appear essential for lasting
recovery. When emotional wounds and relational insecurities are addressed, the physiological
manifestations of vaginismus diminish naturally.

Clinically, these results underscore the necessity of adopting integrative treatment frameworks.
CBT techniques remain invaluable for stabilizing acute symptoms and restructuring maladaptive thoughts,
while EFT provides the foundation for long-term emotional healing and relational repair. The optimal
therapeutic strategy for vaginismus may therefore involve a phased or combined approach that
incorporates both models.
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