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CrossMask

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of couple-based schema
therapy on marital boredom, emotional intimacy, and marital conflicts among couples referring
to counseling centers in Alborz city.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and
three-month follow-up assessments using experimental and control groups. The statistical
population consisted of all couples referring to counseling centers in Alborz city in 2025. Twenty
couples were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to experimental
and control groups. The experimental group received 11 two-hour sessions of couple-based
schema therapy, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data collection instruments
included the Marital Conflicts Questionnaire developed by Sanayi et al., the Personal
Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships Inventory by Schaefer and Olson, and the Marital
Burnout Questionnaire by Pines. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS
version 26.

Findings: The results of repeated measures ANOVA demonstrated that couple-based schema
therapy significantly reduced marital conflicts and marital boredom while significantly
increasing emotional intimacy in the experimental group compared to the control group
(P<0.001). Moreover, the interaction effect of time and group was statistically significant for all
variables, indicating the sustained effectiveness of the intervention over time. Bonferroni post-
hoc comparisons also revealed significant differences between pre-test and post-test as well as
follow-up stages. Although the therapeutic effects on emotional intimacy and marital conflicts
remained stable during follow-up, the effect size for marital boredom showed a slight reduction
over time.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that couple-based schema therapy is an effective intervention
for improving marital relationship quality, enhancing emotional intimacy, and reducing marital
conflicts and marital boredom. By targeting maladaptive early schemas and promoting healthier
communication patterns, this therapeutic approach facilitates more adaptive and emotionally
secure interactions between couples. Therefore, the implementation of schema therapy in
counseling and psychological service centers may contribute substantially to strengthening
family functioning and marital well-being.

Keywords: Couple-Based Schema Therapy, Marital Boredom, Emotional Intimacy, Marital
Conflicts, Couples
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Family is recognized as the most fundamental social institution and plays a central role in
emotional development, psychological well-being, and social functioning. Within the family system, the
marital relationship represents the emotional core that influences not only the spouses themselves but also
children, interpersonal dynamics, and the broader social environment. In recent decades, increasing
psychological pressures, economic instability, occupational stress, and rapid sociocultural changes have
intensified relational challenges among couples, resulting in rising levels of marital conflict, emotional
distancing, and relational exhaustion (Babu et al., 2025). Contemporary marital relationships are increasingly
exposed to chronic stressors that weaken emotional bonds and reduce relationship quality. As a result,
understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying marital dysfunction has become a major concern
in family and couple research.

One of the most important indicators of marital quality is emotional intimacy. Emotional intimacy
refers to the capacity of partners to express emotions openly, experience emotional closeness, develop
mutual trust, and perceive emotional acceptance within the relationship (Shojaei Khajani & Askari Rankouh,
2024). Couples with higher emotional intimacy generally demonstrate stronger emotional security, better
communication patterns, and greater marital satisfaction. Conversely, deficits in emotional intimacy are
associated with emotional alienation, misunderstanding, dissatisfaction, and relational instability
(Demetrovics & Jurin, 2025). Emotional intimacy is also influenced by attachment patterns, emotional
regulation strategies, and maladaptive interpersonal beliefs developed across the lifespan (Ghamzeh & Parviz,
2025). Research has further shown that unrealistic romantic beliefs and distorted expectations about
marriage can negatively affect emotional connection and relational satisfaction (Ventura Leon et al., 2025).

Another significant challenge in marital relationships is marital burnout. Marital burnout refers to
emotional exhaustion, hopelessness, emotional withdrawal, and gradual psychological fatigue within the
marital relationship (Nazeran et al., 2024). Couples experiencing burnout often report reduced motivation for
maintaining the relationship, diminished affection, and chronic emotional disengagement. Studies have
demonstrated that factors such as self-criticism, emotional suppression, unresolved conflicts, and chronic
stress contribute significantly to marital burnout (Ghasemi et al., 2023; Sharifi et al., 2024). Occupational and
caregiving burdens have also emerged as important predictors of emotional exhaustion among couples in
modern societies (Nguyen et al., 2026; Raub & Raub, 2026). Moreover, childhood relational burdens and
maladaptive family roles may create vulnerability to couple burnout in adulthood (Ozgiilik Ugok et al., 2026).
Persistent marital burnout not only undermines relationship quality but may also increase the likelihood
of emotional divorce and relational dissolution.

Marital conflict is another major factor affecting relationship stability and family functioning.
Although conflict is a natural aspect of intimate relationships, ineffective conflict management can
gradually damage emotional bonds and psychological adjustment. Studies have shown that maladaptive
cognitive patterns, poor emotional regulation, cognitive fusion, and early maladaptive schemas are
significantly associated with destructive marital conflict (Asgarzadeh et al., 2024). Furthermore, chronic
marital conflict may negatively affect parental functioning, family interactions, and psychological health
(Bucsea et al., 2025; Dong et al., 2022). Emotional dysregulation has also been identified as a mediating factor
linking low self-differentiation to marital conflicts (Jogratian et al., 2026).



Various therapeutic approaches have been developed to improve marital functioning, including
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, emotionally focused therapy, systemic interventions, and narrative
approaches (Mesbahi et al., 2026; Samani et al., 2026; Shiralinia, 2012). However, many couples continue to
experience persistent relational difficulties despite acquiring communication skills, suggesting that deeper
emotional and cognitive structures contribute to relational dysfunction. Schema therapy has therefore
attracted increasing attention as an integrative and depth-oriented therapeutic approach. According to
schema theory, individuals develop early maladaptive schemas during childhood as a result of unmet
emotional needs and dysfunctional interpersonal experiences (Young et al., 2024). These schemas shape
emotional processing, cognitive interpretation, interpersonal reactions, and coping styles throughout
adulthood, particularly in intimate relationships.

Schema therapy seeks to identify and modify these maladaptive schemas and dysfunctional coping
responses. Through cognitive, behavioral, experiential, and relational techniques, individuals gradually
develop healthier emotional responses and more adaptive interpersonal patterns (van Donzel et al., 2026).
Previous studies have supported the effectiveness of schema therapy in improving marital functioning.
Couple schema therapy has been shown to increase hope and reduce perceived stress among couples
(Baghooli Kermani et al., 2021). Emotional schema therapy has also demonstrated effectiveness in reducing
emotional numbness and emotional simplification (Keyvanlou et al., 2021). Research further indicates that
schema-based interventions reduce marital burnout and improve relationship quality among distressed
couples (Emadifar et al., 2023; Pourabbas Vafa et al., 2022). Combined approaches integrating acceptance and
commitment therapy with schema formulation have also improved flexibility, marital satisfaction, and
burnout outcomes (Borjali et al., 2024).

Additional evidence indicates that schema therapy may improve couple identity, relational
orientation, conflict resolution, and self-differentiation among women affected by marital betrayal
(Mohammadrahimi Esfarjani & Amiri, 2025; Rahnamayi Zakavat & Meshkati, 2025; Rouhani Otaghsara et al., 2025).
Emotional schema interventions have also demonstrated positive effects on emotion regulation and marital
satisfaction (Razzaghi et al., 2025). Despite these findings, limited studies have simultaneously examined
emotional intimacy, marital burnout, and marital conflict within the framework of couple-based schema
therapy. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of couple-based schema
therapy on marital burnout, emotional intimacy, and marital conflicts among couples referring to
counseling centers.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and three-month
follow-up assessments using experimental and control groups. The statistical population included all
couples referring to counseling centers in Alborz city during 2025. Twenty couples were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned into experimental and control groups. The experimental
group participated in eleven two-hour sessions of couple-based schema therapy, whereas the control group
received no intervention during the study period.

The inclusion criteria consisted of at least five years of marital life, willingness to participate in
the study, and absence of psychiatric medication use during the previous year. Exclusion criteria included
absence from more than two sessions, unwillingness to continue participation, and failure to complete
therapeutic assignments.
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Data collection instruments included the Marital Conflicts Questionnaire, the Personal Assessment
of Intimacy in Relationships Inventory, and the Marital Burnout Questionnaire. Participants completed all
measures during the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages. Data analysis was conducted using repeated
measures analysis of variance through SPSS version 26. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variances, and sphericity were evaluated before conducting the main analyses.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of marital conflict and marital burnout
decreased in the experimental group during post-test and follow-up stages, whereas emotional intimacy
scores increased substantially compared to the control group. The control group demonstrated relatively
stable scores across all assessment phases.

Levene’s test results indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variances was satisfied for
all study variables. Additionally, Mauchly’s test confirmed the assumption of sphericity for repeated
measures analysis. Therefore, repeated measures ANOVA was conducted without corrective adjustments.

The results demonstrated a statistically significant effect of group membership on marital conflicts,
emotional intimacy, and marital burnout. Significant time effects were also observed, indicating
differences across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages. Moreover, the interaction effect between time
and group was statistically significant for all variables, suggesting that changes over time differed
meaningfully between experimental and control groups.

The intervention significantly reduced marital conflicts in the experimental group during post-test
and follow-up assessments. Emotional intimacy significantly increased after treatment and remained
stable during follow-up. Marital burnout also decreased significantly following intervention; however, a
slight reduction in treatment stability was observed during the follow-up phase compared to emotional
intimacy and marital conflict outcomes.

Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons revealed significant differences between pre-test and post-test
as well as between pre-test and follow-up stages for all study variables. Differences between post-test and
follow-up stages were not statistically significant for marital conflict and emotional intimacy, indicating
maintenance of treatment effects over time. In contrast, marital burnout demonstrated a small but
statistically significant difference between post-test and follow-up stages, suggesting partial reduction in
treatment effects over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that couple-based schema therapy effectively
improved emotional intimacy and reduced marital conflicts and marital burnout among couples attending
counseling centers. These findings suggest that schema therapy may serve as a powerful intervention for
addressing deep emotional and cognitive structures underlying marital dysfunction.

The increase in emotional intimacy may be explained by the capacity of schema therapy to help
couples identify unmet emotional needs, maladaptive interpersonal beliefs, and dysfunctional emotional
reactions. Through experiential and relational techniques, couples become more aware of the origins of
their emotional sensitivities and develop healthier communication patterns. This process appears to
facilitate emotional openness, empathy, trust, and psychological closeness between partners.

The reduction in marital burnout may similarly reflect improvements in emotional awareness,
emotional responsiveness, and relational flexibility. By modifying maladaptive schemas and reducing
destructive coping responses, couples may experience less emotional exhaustion and greater relational



satisfaction. Although the treatment effects on marital burnout slightly decreased during follow-up, the
overall reduction remained meaningful compared to baseline levels, indicating relatively stable
therapeutic benefits.

The decrease in marital conflict can also be understood in light of improved emotional regulation
and healthier cognitive interpretations. Couples who understand the schema-driven nature of their
reactions may become less reactive, less defensive, and more capable of constructive communication
during interpersonal disagreements. The intervention appears to have reduced maladaptive relational
cycles and promoted more adaptive emotional responses between partners.

Overall, the findings support the effectiveness of couple-based schema therapy as a comprehensive
and evidence-based intervention for improving relational functioning among distressed couples. By
targeting the emotional roots of maladaptive interactions rather than merely focusing on surface-level
communication skills, schema therapy may produce deeper and more sustainable relational changes.
Therefore, the integration of schema-based interventions into counseling and family therapy services may
contribute significantly to enhancing marital quality, emotional intimacy, and psychological well-being
among couples.
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