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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of emotion-focused couple
therapy and psychodynamic family therapy on the cognitive flexibility of conflicted
women.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with
a control group. Forty-five conflicted women referred to counseling centers in Tehran
in 2023 were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group. The Cognitive Flexibility Inventory and
the Marital Conflict Questionnaire were used. Both interventions were delivered in ten
weekly sessions. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and post hoc
tests.

Findings: Both interventions produced significant improvements in cognitive
flexibility and its dimensions (p<0.001, n?>=0.812). No statistically significant
difference was found between the two treatment approaches (p>0.05), while both
experimental groups significantly outperformed the control group.

Conclusion: Emotion-focused couple therapy and psychodynamic family therapy are
both effective interventions for enhancing cognitive flexibility among conflicted
women and can be confidently recommended for clinical practice in counseling
settings.

Keywords: Emotion-focused couple therapy; psychodynamic family therapy; cognitive
flexibility; marital conflict; conflicted women.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital conflict represents one of the most persistent challenges to psychological well-being and
family stability, exerting wide-ranging effects on emotional health, interpersonal functioning, and overall
life satisfaction. Contemporary research consistently demonstrates that unresolved marital conflict is
associated with emotional dysregulation, deterioration of attachment security, and long-term
psychological distress, particularly among women who often experience greater relational vulnerability
within conflictual marital contexts (Gao et al., 2022; Sadeghi et al., 2022). The manner in which individuals
cognitively and emotionally process conflict plays a decisive role in whether relationships deteriorate or
recover. Central to this process is cognitive flexibility, defined as the capacity to shift perspectives,
generate adaptive responses, and regulate emotions when confronting relational stressors (Navarro et al.,
2022; Shareh & EshaghiSani, 2019).

Recent structural models have emphasized that cognitive flexibility functions as a pivotal mediator
between emotional regulation, coping strategies, and marital adjustment (Hamzei & Aghayousefi, 2023).
Individuals with higher cognitive flexibility demonstrate greater capacity to tolerate emotional discomfort,
reinterpret conflictual situations, and engage in constructive problem-solving, thereby preventing
escalation of relational distress. Conversely, reduced cognitive flexibility leads to rigid thinking patterns,
emotional reactivity, and entrenchment within maladaptive interaction cycles (Navarro et al., 2022). Within
conflicted couples, especially women, impairments in cognitive flexibility have been repeatedly linked
with heightened emotional exhaustion, marital burnout, and diminished psychological resilience (Sadeghi
etal., 2022; Shareh & EshaghiSani, 2019).

Modern psychotherapeutic models increasingly conceptualize marital conflict as an interactional
system rooted in emotional experience, attachment processes, and unconscious relational patterns.
Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) is grounded in attachment theory and posits that emotional
experience organizes cognition and behavior within intimate relationships (Johnson & Wiffen, 2021; Johnson,
2019). EFT aims to restructure emotional responses, repair attachment injuries, and transform maladaptive
interaction cycles into secure, responsive patterns of connection (Greenman & Johnson, 2022). Empirical
evidence robustly supports EFT’s effectiveness in reducing marital conflict and enhancing emotional
regulation, intimacy, attachment security, and relational satisfaction (Afrooz et al., 2023; Ghaforian Mohabi et
al., 2025; Golestanifar, 2025; Kanarkubhi et al., 2020; Kian et al., 2020; Montazeri et al., 2025; Navroodi et al., 2025; Shokri
etal., 2022; Torani & Fard, 2024).

Parallel to EFT, Psychodynamic Family Therapy, particularly in its intensive short-term form,
offers a distinct yet complementary pathway for relational change. Rooted in the work of Davanloo, this
approach focuses on uncovering unconscious conflicts, dismantling maladaptive defense mechanisms, and
facilitating direct emotional experiencing (Davanloo, 1995). Through systematic pressure, clarification, and
emotional mobilization, psychodynamic therapy enables individuals to reorganize internal working
models of relationships and integrate previously avoided emotional material. Recent studies indicate that
psychodynamic interventions significantly reduce marital burnout, improve emotional awareness, and
strengthen psychological resilience among distressed couples and betrayed women (Alipanah et al., 2025;
Kashefi et al., 2024; Khodadad et al., 2025).



While both therapeutic approaches have demonstrated substantial efficacy across multiple
relational and emotional domains, direct comparative research examining their impact on cognitive
flexibility in conflicted women remains scarce, particularly within non-Western cultural contexts.
Emerging transdiagnostic frameworks suggest that both EFT and psychodynamic therapy converge on
core mechanisms of emotional regulation, attachment restructuring, and cognitive reorganization (Timulak
et al., 2025; Timulak & Keogh, 2021; Timulak et al., 2022). However, whether these distinct modalities yield
differential outcomes in cognitive flexibility remains an open empirical question.

Accordingly, the present study seeks to fill this gap by systematically comparing the effectiveness
of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and Psychodynamic Family Therapy on cognitive flexibility among
conflicted women attending counseling centers in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population consisted of conflicted women who referred to counseling centers in Tehran during
2023. A total of 45 participants were selected using convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three
groups: an Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy group, a Psychodynamic Family Therapy group, and a
control group, with 15 participants in each.

Inclusion criteria consisted of reported marital conflict, age between 18 and 35 years, minimum
educational level of high school diploma, and voluntary participation. Exclusion criteria included major
depressive disorders, infertility history, pregnancy complications, or concurrent psychological treatment.

Participants in the experimental groups received ten weekly sessions of their respective
interventions, while the control group received no treatment during the study period. Cognitive flexibility
was assessed using a standardized Cognitive Flexibility Inventory. Data were analyzed using repeated-
measures analysis of variance, followed by Bonferroni post-hoc tests to examine between-group
differences.

Findings

The analysis revealed significant improvements in cognitive flexibility and its subdimensions in
both experimental groups compared with the control group at posttest. The overall effect of treatment on
cognitive flexibility was statistically significant, with a large effect size (> = 0.812). Mean cognitive
flexibility scores increased substantially in both the EFT and psychodynamic groups, while minimal
change was observed in the control group.

Post-hoc comparisons indicated significant differences between each experimental group and the
control group (p < 0.001). However, no statistically significant difference emerged between the EFT group
and the psychodynamic group (p > 0.05), demonstrating that both interventions were equally effective in
enhancing cognitive flexibility among conflicted women.

Improvements were observed across all measured components of cognitive flexibility, including
alternative thinking, perceived control, and adaptive behavioral alternatives. Follow-up assessments
suggested that treatment gains remained stable over time for both intervention groups.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings provide compelling evidence that both Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy
and Psychodynamic Family Therapy significantly enhance cognitive flexibility among conflicted women.
The absence of significant differences between the two interventions suggests that although their
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theoretical foundations and therapeutic techniques differ, they ultimately activate overlapping
psychological mechanisms that promote adaptive cognitive and emotional functioning.

Enhancement of cognitive flexibility likely occurred through improved emotional regulation,
restructuring of maladaptive relational beliefs, and increased capacity for reflective processing of
relational experiences. By fostering emotional awareness, secure attachment, and deeper insight into
relational patterns, both therapeutic models enabled participants to reinterpret conflict situations more
flexibly and respond with greater psychological adaptability.

These findings underscore the clinical value of integrating emotion-focused and psychodynamic
principles within marital interventions, particularly for women experiencing persistent relational conflict.
From a practical standpoint, the results suggest that therapists may select either approach with confidence
when targeting cognitive and emotional rigidity in conflicted couples.

In conclusion, both Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and Psychodynamic Family Therapy
represent powerful and reliable interventions for promoting cognitive flexibility and relational health
among conflicted women, offering valuable tools for enhancing marital stability and psychological well-
being.
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