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Objective: The objective of this study was to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-
Focused Couple Therapy and McMaster’s Functional Model in reducing mood and
anxiety symptoms among conflicting couples.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study followed a pretest—posttest design with
a control group. The sample consisted of 45 married women experiencing marital
conflict who were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to
two intervention groups and one control group. Data collection tools included the
mood-anxiety symptoms questionnaire and the marital conflict questionnaire.
Interventions were delivered over six sessions for the emotion-focused therapy group
and eight sessions for the McMaster model group. Data were analyzed using repeated-
measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.

Findings: Results indicated significant differences among the three groups regarding
reductions in general distress, anxiety arousal, and anhedonia. Both therapeutic
approaches significantly improved mood-anxiety symptoms, while the McMaster
model demonstrated greater effectiveness in reducing general distress and anhedonia.
No meaningful changes were observed in the control group.

Conclusion: Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and McMaster’s Functional Model are
both effective in reducing mood and anxiety symptoms in conflicting couples, with the
McMaster model showing superior outcomes in certain dimensions.

Keywords: Emotion-focused couple therapy; McMaster functional model; mood
symptoms; anxiety; conflicting couples
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Mood and anxiety disorders represent a persistent global concern that affects psychological
functioning, family relationships, and interpersonal well-being. Recent epidemiological evidence
demonstrates a continuous rise in the global burden of anxiety disorders, particularly among adolescents
and young adults, reflecting substantial shifts in worldwide mental health vulnerability (Bie et al., 2024).
Longitudinal international analyses also reveal that the COVID-19 pandemic intensified the global burden
of anxiety, disrupting daily functioning and increasing psychological fragility across societies (Chen et al.,
2025). These disorders often manifest through emotional dysregulation, rumination, anhedonia, and
interpersonal withdrawal, negatively influencing life satisfaction and adherence to treatment among those
affected (Jezuchowska et al., 2024). Moreover, mood disorders have demonstrated complex influences on
individuals’ capacity for emotional connection, communication, and resilience, thereby undermining their
ability to maintain stable romantic and marital relationships (Leahy, 2023).

Anxiety disorders in particular remain highly disruptive, interfering with family functioning,
workplace performance, and social relationships, as evidenced by national population-based research
(Kavelaares et al., 2023). Additional studies highlight that anxiety significantly compromises individuals’
functioning in family life, social domains, school performance, and occupational productivity,
underscoring the need for clinical interventions that address both intrapersonal and interpersonal
consequences (Siddhant et al., 2023). Longitudinal cohort findings further reveal that anxiety and depression
during adolescence predict maladaptive outcomes in young adulthood, including emotional vulnerabilities
and diminished psychosocial functioning (Munoz et al., 2023). These findings point to the necessity of
targeted therapeutic modalities capable of addressing the emotional and relational mechanisms underlying
distress.

Marital conflict frequently co-occurs with mood and anxiety symptoms, reinforcing their severity
and triggering escalating cycles of emotional dysregulation. Research indicates that emotional instability,
communicative breakdown, and marital dissatisfaction increase when partners struggle with anxiety or
mood disturbances (Kameli et al., 2024). VVocal and relational interaction patterns have been shown to play a
role in predicting commitment or relational instability, highlighting the sensitivity of marital functioning
to underlying emotional states (zhang et al., 2019). Under such conditions, the couple relationship becomes
both a source of stress and a potential avenue for therapeutic change.

For couples experiencing chronic conflict, therapeutic approaches such as Emotion-Focused
Therapy (EFT) have demonstrated strong effectiveness in reshaping emotional dynamics, addressing
attachment-related injuries, and fostering secure emotional bonds. Prior research shows that EFT reduces
rumination and alexithymia among individuals with emotional trauma (Farhadi, 2023), enhances resilience
and emotion regulation in women experiencing domestic violence (Vojdani et al., 2024), and improves
cognitive flexibility and distress tolerance in individuals with social anxiety (Kebritchi et al., 2024).
Additionally, EFT grounded in attachment-injury models has been effective in strengthening positive
feelings toward one’s spouse and reducing inclination toward divorce (Karami et al., 2024). These findings
support the premise that EFT is a powerful modality for reducing emotional reactivity while strengthening
relational bonds.



In contrast, the McMaster Model of Family Functioning emphasizes structural, organizational, and
behavioral dimensions of family life. This model conceptualizes family functioning across six key
domains: problem-solving, communication, roles, affective responsiveness, affective involvement, and
behavior control. Studies have shown that deficits in these domains are associated with self-handicapping,
emotional dysregulation, and relational deterioration (Ghorbani & Golpour, 2022). Empirical evidence from
Iranian families shows that interventions based on the McMaster model improve family resilience,
psychological hardiness (Houshmandi, 2022), and structural functioning (Rahmani et al., 2023). Furthermore,
training grounded in the McMaster approach has been shown to enhance quality of life in couples and
support marital stability (Shams, 2024). Given the model’s focus on systemic restructuring, it presents a
compelling alternative to emotion-driven approaches in addressing marital distress.

Various forms of couple therapy have also demonstrated efficacy in improving communication,
satisfaction, and relational stability. Solution-focused couple therapy has been shown to strengthen marital
cohesion and sexual satisfaction (Didehban & Mohebbi Nouredinvand, 2025), whereas imagery-based couple
therapy and solution-focused models have improved communication patterns among conflicted couples
(Biramaloui et al., 2024). Newer perspectives also highlight the importance of cognitive-metacognitive
dimensions in relational decision-making, illustrating how trust resilience and critical thinking influence
interpersonal reliance and emotional regulation (Mehri & Ghasemaghaei, 2025). Even sociopolitical factors—
such as political turmoil—have been shown to exacerbate anxiety and depressive symptoms, especially
among women (Ortlund et al., 2025), underscoring the complexities influencing emotional well-being in
contemporary couples.

Collectively, the literature affirms that mood and anxiety disorders not only impair individual
functioning but also interact dynamically with marital processes. Both EFT and the McMaster model
provide theoretically grounded and empirically validated strategies for reducing emotional distress and
improving relational functioning. However, comparative evidence regarding their differential
effectiveness on mood-anxiety symptoms among highly conflicted couples remains limited. The present
study addresses this gap by evaluating and comparing the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple
Therapy and the McMaster Functional Model in reducing mood and anxiety symptoms in conflicting
couples.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest structure and a control
group. A total of 45 married women experiencing marital conflict were selected through purposive and
convenience sampling and assigned randomly into three groups: Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy,
McMaster Functional Model training, and a control group. Interventions included six group sessions of
EFT and eight group sessions of the McMaster model. Data were collected using the Mood-Anxiety
Symptoms Questionnaire and analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.
The study examined changes across three dimensions: general distress, anxiety arousal, and anhedonia.

Findings

Data analysis revealed significant multivariate differences between the three groups across time.
Both intervention groups demonstrated substantial reductions in general distress, anxiety arousal, and
anhedonia from pretest to posttest, while the control group showed no meaningful change. The McMaster
group exhibited the greatest reduction in general distress, outperforming both EFT and the control group.
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For the anxiety arousal dimension, both EFT and McMaster interventions were effective, though EFT
showed slightly greater reductions. The anhedonia dimension also demonstrated significant improvement
in both intervention groups, with the McMaster model showing a comparatively higher reduction than
EFT. Across all three dimensions, the interaction effects of time and treatment group were significant,
indicating that symptom reductions were directly attributable to the interventions. These findings support
the efficacy of both therapeutic approaches, with nuanced differences in their impact on specific symptom
clusters.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that both Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and the McMaster Model of
Family Functioning effectively reduce mood and anxiety symptoms in couples facing severe marital
conflict. EFT appears particularly effective in addressing symptoms related to emotional reactivity and
anxiety arousal, likely due to its emphasis on attachment needs, emotional processing, and restructuring
of maladaptive emotional responses. Conversely, the McMaster approach demonstrates a stronger impact
on general distress and anhedonia, suggesting that structural improvements in family functioning—such
as clearer roles, more effective communication, and better problem-solving—may yield broader emotional
benefits for couples experiencing chronic relational strain.

These results align with theoretical expectations: EFT targets intrapsychic emotional
vulnerabilities within the relational context, whereas the McMaster model targets systemic, structural, and
behavioral aspects of the relationship. The combination of emotional and structural mechanisms in
reducing psychological distress highlights the multifaceted nature of marital conflict and mood-anxiety
symptoms. The study underscores the need for tailored interventions that consider the symptomatic profile
and relational dynamics of each couple. In conclusion, both models offer valuable and distinct pathways
to emotional improvement, with the McMaster model showing a comparative advantage in alleviating
generalized emotional distress and anhedonia, and EFT demonstrating strength in reducing reactive
anxiety symptoms.
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