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CrossMark

Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy
on marital frustration and sexual assertiveness in women with marital conflicts.

Methodology: The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of women with marital conflicts who referred to the
Nahal Psychological Counseling Center in Semnan during the fourth quarter of 2022. Thirty
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into experimental
and control groups (15 participants in each group). Data collection instruments included the
Marital Frustration Questionnaire developed by Niehuis and Bartell and the Sexual
Assertiveness Questionnaire developed by Hulbert et al. The experimental group received eight
60-minute sessions of emotion-focused therapy based on the Greenberg and Johnson protocol,
while the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS-26 software.

Findings: The results of ANCOVA demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy significantly
reduced marital frustration among women with marital conflicts (P<0.001; F=14.342).
Furthermore, the intervention significantly increased sexual assertiveness (P<0.001; F=29.555).
The effect size was 0.374 for marital frustration and 0.433 for sexual assertiveness, indicating a
considerable intervention effect. In addition, the mean score of marital frustration in the
experimental group decreased from 71.50 in the pretest to 64.92 in the posttest, whereas the
mean score of sexual assertiveness increased from 44.80 to 54.86.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that emotion-focused therapy, through modifying
maladaptive interaction patterns, enhancing attachment security, and facilitating emotional
expression, can effectively reduce marital frustration and improve sexual assertiveness in women
with marital conflicts. Therefore, this therapeutic approach can be recommended for use in
family counseling and couple therapy settings.

Keywords: Emotion-Focused Therapy, Marital Frustration, Sexual Assertiveness, Marital
Conflicts, Women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital conflicts are among the most prevalent and challenging issues affecting family systems
and intimate relationships. Persistent disagreements, emotional disengagement, poor communication
patterns, and unresolved interpersonal tensions can negatively influence psychological well-being,
emotional intimacy, and sexual functioning among couples. Marital conflict is not merely a disagreement
between spouses; rather, it is a multidimensional phenomenon that gradually disrupts emotional security,
attachment patterns, and interpersonal satisfaction within the marital relationship (Elahi et al., 2022). Studies
have shown that chronic marital conflicts are associated with emotional exhaustion, marital burnout,
dissatisfaction, emotional divorce, and decreased quality of life among women (Sabzevari et al., 2022).
Women experiencing persistent relational stress often report feelings of loneliness, rejection,
hopelessness, and emotional distance from their spouses.

One of the important consequences of unresolved marital conflicts is marital disillusionment.
Marital disillusionment refers to the gradual replacement of positive emotions and affection with
disappointment, emotional indifference, frustration, and hopelessness toward the marital relationship
(Robinson & Flowers, 2019). Individuals experiencing marital disillusionment commonly perceive their
relationship as emotionally empty and unsupportive. Repeated negative interactions, unmet emotional
needs, and ineffective communication patterns contribute significantly to the development of this
condition (Bahmani et al., 2018). In emotionally distressed marriages, women are especially vulnerable
because they tend to place greater emotional investment in relational intimacy and emotional
responsiveness.

In addition to emotional dissatisfaction, marital conflicts can negatively affect sexual relationships
between couples. Sexual assertiveness is considered one of the major components of sexual health and
marital intimacy. Sexual assertiveness refers to an individual’s ability to openly express sexual needs,
desires, preferences, and boundaries in an appropriate and confident manner (Dryden, 2021). Women with
higher levels of sexual assertiveness are more capable of communicating their emotional and sexual
expectations, refusing unwanted sexual interactions, and actively participating in intimate relationships.
In contrast, low sexual assertiveness is associated with anxiety, sexual dissatisfaction, emotional
suppression, reduced self-esteem, and relational distress.

Previous studies have emphasized the relationship between emotional intimacy and sexual
functioning. Women who experience secure emotional attachment and emotional support from their
spouses demonstrate higher levels of sexual satisfaction and sexual assertiveness (Franz et al., 2019).
Conversely, women who experience criticism, emotional neglect, rejection, and chronic marital tension
often struggle to express their emotional and sexual needs openly (Lahav et al., 2019). Therefore,
interventions aimed at improving emotional responsiveness and attachment security may positively
influence both emotional and sexual dimensions of marital relationships.

Emotion-focused therapy (EFT) has emerged as one of the most effective interventions for couples
experiencing relational distress. EFT is primarily based on attachment theory and emphasizes the role of
emotions in shaping interpersonal interactions and relationship dynamics. This therapeutic approach seeks
to identify maladaptive emotional cycles, facilitate emotional awareness, and restructure negative
interaction patterns between couples (Bodenmann et al., 2020). Through the development of secure emotional



bonds and emotional responsiveness, couples become more capable of expressing vulnerable emotions
and responding empathetically to one another.

Research findings support the effectiveness of emotion-focused interventions in improving marital
functioning and emotional well-being. Bagheri et al. reported that emotion-focused couple therapy
significantly reduced marital burnout and improved emotional self-disclosure among divorce-seeking
couples (Bagheri et al., 2022). Similarly, Behrang et al. demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy enhanced
sexual assertiveness, marital forgiveness, and marital coordination among maladjusted couples (Behrang et
al., 2022). Ameri and Marashian found that EFT significantly reduced marital disillusionment and
psychological distress among women harmed by marital infidelity (Ameri & Marashian, 2023). Ahangar et al.
also reported improvements in intimacy, sexual functioning, and marital burnout among women affected
by infidelity following emotion-focused interventions (Ahangar et al., 2024).

Moreover, recent studies have highlighted the broader role of emotion-based interventions in
promoting sexual and emotional health. Mardani and Tabaghdehi showed that compassion-focused
therapy improved sexual self-efficacy and reduced negative meta-emotions among women affected by
extramarital relationships (Mardani & Tabaghdehi, 2025). Farhoudi Manesh also demonstrated that emotion-
focused couple therapy improved sexual functioning and frustration tolerance among working women
(Farhoudi Manesh, 2025). In another study, Firouzi et al. found that emotion-focused therapy was effective in
improving family communication boundaries and reducing triangulation among women with symptoms
of sexual dysfunction (Firouzi et al., 2024). Furthermore, Firoozi et al. indicated that emotion-focused
interventions improved emotional balance and marital expectations among women with sexual
dysfunction symptoms (Firoozi et al., 2022).

Additional evidence suggests that emotional dysregulation plays a central role in marital distress.
Zamani et al. demonstrated that alexithymia and difficulty in emotion regulation were significantly
associated with marital burnout (zamani et al., 2023). van Diest et al. also found that emotionally focused
couple therapy improved intimacy and emotional responsiveness among couples experiencing marital and
sexual difficulties (van Diest et al., 2023). Furthermore, Jobim Fischer et al. emphasized the importance of
emotion regulation interventions in improving sexual health outcomes (Jobim Fischer et al., 2024).

Despite growing evidence regarding the effectiveness of emotion-focused interventions, limited
research has simultaneously examined the effects of emotion-focused therapy on both marital
disillusionment and sexual assertiveness among women with marital conflicts. Considering the cultural
sensitivity surrounding sexual expression among women and the increasing prevalence of emotional
dissatisfaction in marital relationships, investigating these variables appears necessary. Therefore, the
present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on marital disillusionment
and sexual assertiveness among women with marital conflicts.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of women with marital conflicts who referred to the Nahal
Psychological Counseling Center in Semnan during the fourth quarter of 2022. A total of 30 participants
were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned into experimental and control groups, with
15 participants in each group.
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The inclusion criteria included willingness to participate in the study, obtaining a score higher than
64 on the Marital Disillusionment Questionnaire, obtaining a score lower than 50 on the Sexual
Assertiveness Questionnaire, having at least basic literacy skills, and residing in Semnan. The exclusion
criteria included absence from more than two therapy sessions, unwillingness to continue participation,
and leaving more than 5% of questionnaire items unanswered.

Data collection was conducted using the Marital Disillusionment Scale developed by Niehuis and
Bartell and the Sexual Assertiveness Questionnaire developed by Hulbert et al. The Marital
Disillusionment Scale consisted of 16 items rated on a seven-point Likert scale. The Sexual Assertiveness
Questionnaire consisted of 25 items scored on a four-point Likert scale.

The intervention protocol consisted of eight 60-minute sessions of emotion-focused therapy based
on the model developed by Greenberg and Johnson. The sessions focused on emotional awareness,
emotional expression, identifying maladaptive interaction patterns, emotional regulation, self-forgiveness,
empathy development, and reconstructing emotional attachment between couples. Participants in the
control group did not receive any intervention during the study period.

Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations were used to summarize the data.
Inferential analyses were conducted using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS-26 software. Prior
to conducting ANCOVA, assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances were examined using
Shapiro—Wilk, Levene’s test, and Box’s M test. Statistical significance was considered at the 0.05 level.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that the mean score of marital disillusionment in the
experimental group decreased from the pretest stage to the posttest stage, whereas the control group
demonstrated minimal change. Similarly, the mean score of sexual assertiveness increased significantly
in the experimental group following the intervention, while no meaningful change was observed in the
control group.

The results of the Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed the normal distribution of the study variables.
Additionally, Levene’s test and Box’s M test indicated that the assumptions of homogeneity of variances
and covariance matrices were satisfied. Therefore, the use of ANCOVA was considered appropriate.

The results of covariance analysis demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy significantly
reduced marital disillusionment among women with marital conflicts. After controlling for pretest scores,
a statistically significant difference was observed between the experimental and control groups in posttest
marital disillusionment scores (P < 0.001). The effect size indicated that the intervention accounted for a
substantial proportion of the variance in marital disillusionment reduction.

Furthermore, the results showed that emotion-focused therapy significantly increased sexual
assertiveness among participants in the experimental group compared with the control group (P < 0.001).
The effect size associated with sexual assertiveness was also considerable, indicating the effectiveness of
the intervention in improving women’s ability to express sexual needs and boundaries.

Overall, the findings revealed that emotion-focused therapy effectively improved both emotional
and sexual dimensions of marital relationships among women experiencing marital conflicts.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that emotion-focused therapy significantly reduced
marital disillusionment among women with marital conflicts. This finding suggests that emotional
responsiveness and secure attachment play a critical role in maintaining emotional intimacy and relational



satisfaction. Through identifying maladaptive emotional cycles and restructuring negative interaction
patterns, participants became more capable of expressing vulnerable emotions and emotional needs. As
emotional safety increased within the relationship, feelings of hopelessness, emotional distance, and
frustration gradually decreased.

The reduction in marital disillusionment may also be explained by the therapeutic emphasis on
emotional awareness and emotional validation. Women participating in the intervention learned to
recognize suppressed emotions and communicate them more effectively within their relationships. This
process improved emotional closeness and reduced emotional disengagement between spouses. The
intervention further helped participants replace defensive interaction styles with more empathetic and
constructive communication patterns.

Another important finding of this study was the significant increase in sexual assertiveness among
women receiving emotion-focused therapy. Emotional security and relational intimacy appear to create a
supportive environment in which women feel safer expressing sexual preferences, boundaries, and desires.
By reducing fear of rejection and criticism, the intervention enhanced women’s confidence in
communicating sexual needs.

Improved sexual assertiveness may additionally be linked to increased emotional self-awareness
and reduced emotional suppression. Women who develop greater awareness of their emotional
experiences become more capable of expressing both emotional and sexual needs in an assertive manner.
The intervention also strengthened self-worth and emotional validation, both of which contribute
positively to healthy sexual communication.

The findings of this study support the theoretical assumptions underlying attachment theory and
emotion-focused interventions. Emotional disconnection and unmet attachment needs contribute
substantially to marital dissatisfaction and relational distress. Emotion-focused therapy addresses these
core emotional processes and facilitates the development of secure emotional bonds between partners. As
a result, emotional responsiveness, intimacy, and relational satisfaction improve.

Overall, the findings suggest that emotion-focused therapy can be considered an effective
intervention for improving marital disillusionment and sexual assertiveness among women experiencing
marital conflicts. The therapeutic focus on emotions, attachment needs, emotional regulation, and
interpersonal responsiveness appears to play a key role in promoting healthier emotional and sexual
relationships. Therefore, integrating emotion-focused interventions into family counseling and couple
therapy settings may contribute significantly to enhancing marital quality, emotional intimacy, and
women’s psychological well-being.
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