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CrossMark

Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy and
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy in improving differentiation of self among
couples.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up design
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of couples aged 25-40 years who
attended counseling clinics and psychiatric centers in Arak, Iran, during the spring and summer
of 2025. Using convenience sampling, 45 couples were recruited and randomly assigned to an
Emotion Efficacy Therapy group, a Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group, or
a control group. Each intervention was delivered in eight 90-minute sessions, whereas the control
group received no intervention and remained on a waiting list. Data were collected using the
Differentiation of Self Inventory developed by Skowron and Friedlander. Repeated-measures
analysis of variance and post hoc pairwise comparisons were conducted using SPSS version 26.
Findings: Multivariate and within-subject analyses demonstrated significant effects of time and
the time-by-group interaction on differentiation of self (p<0.001). The between-group effect was
also statistically significant (p<0.001), indicating that changes in differentiation of self differed
across the three groups. Post hoc comparisons showed that both Emotion Efficacy Therapy and
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy produced significant improvements in
differentiation of self at the posttest and follow-up assessments compared with the control group.
Significant differences were also observed between the two intervention groups at both
assessment stages, with Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy demonstrating a
greater therapeutic effect. Significant differences across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up
assessments further supported the maintenance of the intervention effects over time.

Conclusion: Both interventions appear effective in enhancing couples’ differentiation of self by
increasing emotional awareness, promoting nonjudgmental acceptance of internal experiences,
reducing automatic emotional reactivity, and strengthening emotion-regulation abilities.
Nevertheless, Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy demonstrated comparatively
greater effectiveness and may represent a particularly useful intervention for couples
experiencing difficulties in maintaining emotional autonomy and balanced interpersonal
boundaries.

Keywords: Differentiation of self, Emotion Efficacy Therapy, Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy, emotion regulation, couples.



https://ijpdmd.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3169-5584
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0758-2931
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3518-9363
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-1759

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marriage is a complex interpersonal system in which emotional intimacy, psychological
autonomy, mutual commitment, and the capacity to manage differences interact continuously. The
stability and quality of marital relationships therefore depend not only on affection or compatibility but
also on each partner’s ability to preserve a coherent sense of self while remaining emotionally connected
to the other. Differentiation of self is a central construct for understanding this balance and refers to the
ability to distinguish emotional processes from intellectual processes, maintain personal beliefs and values
under interpersonal pressure, regulate intense emotional reactions, and sustain closeness without
becoming emotionally fused with or excessively detached from significant others. Individuals with higher
differentiation of self are generally better able to communicate their needs, tolerate disagreement, maintain
clear interpersonal boundaries, and respond thoughtfully rather than reactively during marital conflicts.
Accordingly, differentiation of self has been associated with marital satisfaction, emotional intimacy,
adaptive emotion regulation, and psychological well-being in close relationships (Kashefi et al., 2023; Lim &
Lee, 2024; Telli & Yavuz Giler, 2023). Evidence further indicates that self-differentiation contributes to marital
satisfaction both directly and indirectly through emotional self-regulation, happiness, and relational
intimacy (Alizadeh et al., 2024). Conversely, low differentiation may manifest as emotional reactivity, fusion
with others, emotional cutoff, dependence on external approval, or difficulty maintaining a clear personal
position when the relationship becomes stressful. Emotion regulation appears to be one of the most
important mechanisms connecting differentiation of self with marital functioning. Couples who can
recognize, tolerate, and regulate their emotional experiences are more likely to respond constructively to
disagreements, whereas those with limited regulatory capacity may become caught in cycles of criticism,
withdrawal, control, and defensive behavior. Recent findings have shown that emotion regulation
mediates the relationship between differentiation of self and marital conflict, suggesting that better
differentiated individuals experience fewer relational conflicts partly because they manage their emotions
more effectively (Jogratian et al., 2026). Similarly, differentiation of self and emotion regulation jointly
mediate the association between dyadic perfectionism and marital satisfaction, indicating that unrealistic
interpersonal expectations may become less damaging when individuals preserve psychological autonomy
and regulate their emotional responses adaptively (Falahzade & Sivandian, 2025). Emotional expressivity is
also relevant because individuals who cannot identify or communicate internal experiences may become
emotionally fused, dependent, or detached. Emotional expressivity has been found to mediate the
relationship between differentiation of self and co-dependency among couples, emphasizing that the
ability to articulate emotional experiences contributes to healthier relational boundaries (Dokuzlar et al.,
2024). The importance of differentiation extends beyond marital functioning, as it has also been associated
with emotion management, intolerance of uncertainty, problematic behavioral dependence, and broader
psychological adjustment (Ercengiz et al., 2024). These findings support the view that differentiation is not a
fixed personality characteristic but a modifiable psychological capacity that may be strengthened through
interventions targeting emotional awareness, cognitive flexibility, acceptance, and interpersonal
functioning. Emotion Efficacy Therapy is one such intervention. It is designed to increase individuals’
confidence in their ability to experience difficult emotions, respond effectively in emotionally demanding
situations, reduce experiential avoidance, and select actions consistent with personal values. The



intervention combines emotional awareness, mindful acceptance, exposure to uncomfortable emotional
states, values-based action, relaxation, self-soothing, cognitive coping, radical acceptance, distraction, and
strategic time-out procedures. By increasing emotional differentiation and emotional self-efficacy,
individuals may become less likely to react impulsively or withdraw when exposed to relational stress.
Evidence indicates that even brief interventions focused on learning and differentiating emotional words
can enhance negative emotion differentiation, emotional self-efficacy, and subsequent tolerance of
psychological distress (Matt et al., 2024). Emotion-oriented interventions have also produced improvements
in self-differentiation and alexithymia, suggesting that increased access to emotional experience can
strengthen individuals’ ability to maintain a stable self in emotionally intense relationships (Ghavanati et al.,
2025). Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy represents another potentially effective
approach. This treatment integrates cognitive-behavioral principles with mindfulness practices such as
body scanning, mindful breathing, present-moment awareness, decentering from thoughts, and
nonjudgmental observation of emotional and bodily experiences. Rather than attempting to suppress
thoughts or eliminate negative emotions, participants learn to perceive them as temporary mental events.
This change in the relationship with internal experiences may reduce emotional reactivity and enable
individuals to maintain reflective functioning during marital tension. Mindfulness-based interventions
have been shown to improve differentiation of self and reduce difficulties in identifying and expressing
emotions (Shariati et al., 2023). Parent-focused mindfulness-based cognitive behavioral therapy has similarly
improved personal-social adjustment and self-differentiation under conditions of persistent family stress
(Hajisatari Mamaghani, 2021). Cognitive-behavioral and relational interventions have also demonstrated that
differentiation of self can be enhanced through structured psychological training. Group education based
on cognitive-behavioral and reality-therapy concepts has increased self-differentiation in students and
individuals preparing for marriage (Kahrezi et al., 2021; Kahrizi et al., 2021). Cognitive-behavioral and
systemic-behavioral couple therapies have improved intimacy and self-differentiation among couples
experiencing marital conflict (zamani Far et al., 2022), while systemic couple therapy has increased
differentiation and intimacy and reduced marital boredom in couples experiencing emotional divorce
(Homaei et al., 2023). Although these findings support the effectiveness of emotion-focused, mindfulness-
based, cognitive-behavioral, and systemic interventions, relatively little evidence is available regarding
the direct comparative effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy for improving differentiation of self in couples. Therefore, the present study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy on differentiation of self among couples.

Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest-follow-up design with two intervention
groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of couples aged 25-40 years who
attended counseling clinics and psychiatric centers in Arak, Iran, during the spring and summer of 2025.
Using convenience sampling, 45 eligible couples were recruited and randomly assigned to an Emotion
Efficacy Therapy group, a Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy group, or a waiting-list
control group, with 15 couples in each group. Eligibility criteria included being married, being between
25 and 40 years of age, having at least a high-school diploma, providing informed consent, and
demonstrating commitment to participation in the therapeutic sessions. Exclusion criteria included
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receiving concurrent pharmacological treatment, absence from more than two sessions, withdrawal from
the study, and the occurrence or disclosure of abusive behavior during the intervention period. Participants
completed the Differentiation of Self Inventory at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. This 46-item self-report
instrument assesses emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff, the ability to take an “I-position,” and fusion
with others. The Emotion Efficacy Therapy protocol was delivered in eight 90-minute sessions covering
emotional awareness, mindful acceptance and emotion surfing, values-based action, relaxation and self-
soothing, coping thoughts, radical acceptance, attentional redirection, strategic time-outs, consolidation,
and relapse prevention. The Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy protocol was also
delivered in eight 90-minute sessions and included orientation to mindfulness, body-scan meditation,
mindful breathing, mindful eating, awareness of pleasant and unpleasant events, present-moment
observation of thoughts and bodily sensations, cognitive distancing, problem-solving, identification of
perfectionistic thoughts, self-care, and consolidation of learned skills. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the study and remained on a waiting list. Ethical principles included
voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, the right to withdraw, avoidance of individual
disclosure of questionnaire results, and provision of educational materials without cost. Data were
analyzed using SPSS version 26. Means and standard deviations were calculated, assumptions were
examined using the Shapiro—-Wilk, Box’s M, Levene, and Mauchly tests, and repeated-measures analysis
of variance with Greenhouse—Geisser correction was used to examine time, group, and time-by-group
effects. LSD post hoc comparisons were conducted to identify pairwise differences, and statistical
significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The final sample consisted of 45 couples, equivalent to 90 participants, with 30 individuals in each
of the three groups. No attrition affecting the final analyses was reported. In the Emotion Efficacy Therapy
group, the mean differentiation-of-self score increased from 104.20 at pretest to 124.15 at posttest and
remained above baseline at 116.63 during follow-up. In the Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy group, the corresponding mean increased from 97.12 at pretest to 156.24 at posttest and was
114.20 at follow-up. In contrast, the control group’s mean decreased from 105.10 at pretest to 91.26 at
posttest and 85.00 at follow-up. The assumption of equality of covariance matrices was supported by a
nonsignificant Box’s M test, and Levene’s tests indicated acceptable homogeneity of error variances at
the three measurement occasions. Mauchly’s test was significant, indicating violation of the sphericity
assumption; therefore, corrected within-subject estimates were used. Repeated-measures analysis showed
a statistically significant main effect of time on differentiation of self, F=25.881, p<0.001, n*=0.998. The
time-by-group interaction was also significant, F=27.965, p<0.001, 11>=0.990, demonstrating that the
pattern of change across the three assessment stages differed among the intervention and control groups.
Moreover, the between-group effect was statistically significant, F=10.868, p<0.001, 1*=0.999. Post hoc
comparisons indicated that both intervention groups obtained significantly higher differentiation-of-self
scores than the control group at posttest and follow-up. At posttest, the mean difference between Emotion
Efficacy Therapy and the control condition was 32.600, whereas the mean difference between
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and the control condition was 64.667. The two
intervention groups also differed significantly at posttest, with a reported mean difference of 30.933 in
favor of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy. At follow-up, Emotion Efficacy Therapy
remained significantly superior to the control group, with a mean difference of 31.200, and Mindfulness-



Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy remained significantly superior to the control group, with a mean
difference of 59.067. A significant difference of 26.933 was also reported between the two active
treatments at follow-up. Overall, the inferential findings supported the effectiveness of both interventions
and indicated a comparatively stronger statistical effect for Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both Emotion Efficacy Therapy and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Behavioral Therapy significantly improved differentiation of self among couples and that these
improvements remained evident at follow-up. The effectiveness of Emotion Efficacy Therapy may be
explained by its direct focus on emotional awareness, acceptance, tolerance of distress, and values-
consistent responding. Couples with limited differentiation often experience intense emotional arousal
during disagreement and may respond through withdrawal, impulsive confrontation, excessive
reassurance seeking, or attempts to control the partner. Learning to observe emotional experiences,
tolerate them without avoidance, and select behavior in accordance with relational values can interrupt
these automatic patterns. Mindful acceptance may reduce emotional cutoff, while values-based action may
strengthen the ability to take a clear personal position without becoming hostile or emotionally detached.
Relaxation, self-soothing, coping thoughts, and strategic time-outs may further enable partners to regulate
arousal before responding to conflict. The effectiveness of Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy can be understood through its influence on both cognitive and emotional components of
differentiation. Mindfulness practices increase awareness of thoughts, feelings, bodily sensations, and
impulses as they occur, while cognitive-behavioral elements help participants recognize maladaptive
interpretations and perfectionistic beliefs. By learning that thoughts are temporary mental events rather
than unquestionable facts, participants may become less likely to interpret a partner’s criticism, silence,
or disagreement as a threat to their identity. This decentered perspective can reduce emotional reactivity,
improve reflective decision-making, and strengthen interpersonal boundaries. The comparatively greater
effect attributed to Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy may reflect its simultaneous
targeting of automatic thoughts, emotional arousal, attentional processes, problem-solving, behavioral
activation, and self-care. Differentiation of self requires not only emotional tolerance but also the capacity
to think clearly under relational pressure; therefore, a treatment that systematically addresses both
cognitive and emotional processes may produce broader change. Although posttest gains declined to some
extent by follow-up, scores in both intervention groups remained significantly better than those of the
control group, suggesting that the participants retained a meaningful proportion of the acquired skills. The
reduction from posttest to follow-up may indicate decreased practice after treatment completion, renewed
exposure to marital stressors, or the absence of booster sessions. Continued home practice and periodic
reinforcement may therefore be necessary to maintain maximum therapeutic benefits. Overall, the study
provides evidence that differentiation of self is modifiable through structured psychological intervention.
Emotion Efficacy Therapy appears useful for increasing emotional tolerance, reducing avoidance, and
promoting values-based behavior, whereas Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy may offer
additional benefits by integrating present-moment awareness with cognitive and behavioral change
strategies. Both treatments can be considered applicable interventions for couples who experience
emotional reactivity, blurred interpersonal boundaries, excessive dependence, emotional distancing, or
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difficulty maintaining an independent position during conflict. The findings further suggest that
Mindfulness-Based Cognitive Behavioral Therapy may be the more effective of the two approaches for
producing broader and more sustained improvements in differentiation of self.
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