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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of schema therapy and emotion-
focused couple therapy on marital disenchantment in couples experiencing marital conflicts.
Methods and Materials: This research employed a quasi-experimental design with a three-group
pretest-posttest framework. The statistical population consisted of all couples with marital conflicts
who sought services at the Mehrdoostan Counseling Center in Mashhad during the first half of 2023.
For sampling, a purposive and convenience sampling method was used to select 30 individuals, who
were then randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (15 participants per
group). The study utilized the Marital Disenchantment Scale (MDS; Kayser, 1993) as its assessment
tool. The intervention consisted of Young’s schema therapy protocol (2003) and Johnson’s emotion-
focused couple therapy protocol (2012), delivered in ten 90-minute group sessions for the
experimental groups. Data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
via SPSS-22 software at a significance level of 0.05.

Findings: Statistical findings revealed that at both posttest and follow-up stages, there were
significant differences between the schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy groups compared
to the control group regarding the variable of marital disenchantment (P < 0.05).

Conclusion: Based on these findings, it can be concluded that counseling centers and family clinics
can benefit from the application of both therapeutic approaches, with a preference for group
counseling and psychotherapy formats.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marital satisfaction is a key predictor of psychological
well-being, life stability, and emotional resilience across
adulthood. However, the growing prevalence of marital
conflicts and emotional distancing has given rise to
increasing rates of marital dissatisfaction and
disenchantment. Marital disenchantment, a gradual erosion
of emotional closeness, is characterized by emotional
alienation, reduced intimacy, and the predominance of
negative affect between partners. It is often a product of
unresolved conflicts, poor emotion regulation, and enduring
maladaptive interaction patterns. As Topkaya et al. (2024)
note, accumulated emotional disengagement can form an
invisible emotional wall between couples, leading to
avoidance and persistent dissatisfaction (Topkaya et al.,
2024).

This process is frequently rooted in underlying
psychological mechanisms such as early maladaptive
schemas—cognitive-affective patterns that originate in
childhood and influence adult relationships. According to
Janovsky et al. (2020), these schemas, particularly in the
domains of emotional deprivation and mistrust, are strongly
associated with interpersonal dysfunction and relational
distress (Janovsky et al., 2020). Schema therapy, developed
to target and restructure these patterns, has demonstrated
effectiveness in reducing relational dysfunction by
facilitating deeper awareness of cognitive distortions and
building healthier emotional responses (Arntz et al., 2022).
In the context of couples therapy, schema-based
interventions help partners recognize and modify the
maladaptive beliefs and coping strategies that contribute to
recurring conflicts and emotional disengagement (Videler et
al., 2020).

On the other hand, emotion-focused couple therapy
(EFCT) has emerged as a prominent therapeutic approach
grounded in attachment theory. EFCT emphasizes the

identification, expression, and restructuring of emotional

experiences within the couple's interactional patterns.
Therapists use structured processes to uncover primary
emotional needs and promote secure attachment, which
facilitates emotional reconnection and resolution of chronic
relational distress (Edwards et al., 2024). Numerous studies
have highlighted the role of EFCT in improving emotional
intimacy and reducing maladaptive behavioral cycles in
couples facing relationship instability (Tseng et al., 2024;
Yildizhan et al., 2024).

While both schema therapy and EFCT have empirical
support, few studies have directly compared their relative
effectiveness on marital disenchantment—a construct that
encompasses  cognitive, affective, and behavioral
dimensions of relational erosion. Given that schema therapy
targets deep-rooted cognitive patterns and EFCT focuses on
current emotional regulation and expression, comparing
these modalities may provide valuable insights for tailoring
interventions to specific relational difficulties. Furthermore,
research has shown that cognitive fusion—an excessive
attachment to negative thoughts—is linked to greater
relationship distress, suggesting the importance of therapies
that reduce fusion and promote emotional flexibility
(Gillanders et al., 2014; Wojcik et al., 2024). This study aims
to compare the effectiveness of schema-based couple
therapy and EFCT in reducing marital disenchantment
among couples with significant relational conflict.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a
pretest-posttest-follow-up structure involving three groups:
schema therapy, emotion-focused therapy, and a control
group. The statistical population consisted of couples with
diagnosed marital conflict who attended a counseling center
in Mashhad during the first half of 2023. Participants were
selected using purposive sampling. A total of 30 couples (60
individuals) who met inclusion criteria were randomly
assigned to one of the three groups.

The intervention consisted of 10 sessions (90 minutes
each) held twice weekly for each experimental group. The

schema therapy group received sessions based on Young’s
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(2003) protocol, involving techniques such as cognitive
restructuring, imagery, role-play, and schema-focused
dialogue. The EFCT group followed Johnson’s (2012)
model, progressing through stages of identifying negative
cycles, accessing underlying emotions, and restructuring
interaction patterns.

The Marital Disenchantment Scale (Kayser, 1993) was
used to assess outcomes across three dimensions: emotional
detachment, emotional alienation, and reduced affection.
Validity and reliability of the instrument were confirmed
through Cronbach’s alpha and confirmatory factor analysis.
Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and
post hoc Bonferroni tests with SPSS-22 software. Normality
assumptions and homogeneity of variances were checked via
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Levene’s tests.

Findings

The analysis showed that both the schema therapy and
EFCT groups experienced a significant reduction in marital
disenchantment from pretest to posttest and follow-up, while
the control group did not exhibit notable changes.
Specifically, the schema
disenchantment scores declined from 62.43 (SD = 6.95) at
pretest to 43.63 (SD = 4.82) at posttest, and 45.97 (SD =
3.37) at follow-up. The EFCT group showed a reduction
from 63.07 (SD = 6.57) at pretest to 48.43 (SD = 5.61) at
posttest, and 48.27 (SD = 4.92) at follow-up.

Repeated measures ANOVA indicated a significant main

therapy group’s mean

effect for time (F = 106.43, p <.001, n? = .55), a significant
interaction effect between time and group (F = 34.86, p <
.001, n? = .33), and a significant between-group effect (F =
114.63, p <.001, n2 = .72). Post hoc comparisons revealed
that the schema therapy group had significantly greater
improvements in marital disenchantment than both the
EFCT group (mean difference = -2.58, p = .01) and the
control group (mean difference = -12.77, p < .001). The
EFCT group also outperformed the control group (mean
difference = -10.19, p <.001).

Statistical tests confirmed the normal distribution of data

(p = .14, W = .88), homogeneity of variances (p = .98), and

non-significance of Mauchly’s sphericity test (p =.001, W =
.99), justifying the use of repeated measures ANOVA.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide compelling evidence that
both schema therapy and EFCT are effective in reducing
marital disenchantment, with schema therapy demonstrating
significantly higher efficacy. The superiority of schema
therapy may be attributed to its comprehensive approach in
addressing deep-rooted maladaptive cognitive structures that
underlie repeated cycles of emotional disconnection.
Couples experiencing marital disenchantment often exhibit
active schemas of emotional deprivation, mistrust, or
defectiveness, which perpetuate negative interpretations and
withdrawal behaviors. Schema therapy, by targeting these
beliefs and facilitating the development of healthier coping
responses, enables individuals to break free from destructive
relational patterns.

Moreover, the enduring effect observed at follow-up
suggests that schema therapy not only produces immediate
improvements but also promotes sustainable change in the
cognitive and emotional frameworks guiding partner
interactions. This supports findings from previous studies
indicating schema therapy’s success in improving
attachment security and emotional regulation in intimate
relationships. By offering insight into the origins of
maladaptive relational behavior and equipping individuals
with tools for schema healing, this approach enables a deeper
transformation of the marital bond.

EFCT, although somewhat less effective in this study,
still produced substantial benefits. Its strength lies in helping
partners access and express suppressed emotions, recognize
unmet attachment needs, and establish safer emotional
exchanges. EFCT fosters emotional attunement and
enhances communication, which are critical for reducing
conflict and restoring intimacy. However, its relative
limitation may stem from its less direct engagement with
entrenched cognitive  distortions and schema-driven
behavior, which often require deeper restructuring to sustain

long-term relational health.
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Ultimately, the findings suggest that in couples where
emotional disenchantment is compounded by longstanding
cognitive patterns and unmet psychological needs, schema
therapy may offer a more targeted and transformative
solution. However, EFCT remains a valuable intervention,
particularly for couples whose primary issues revolve
around emotional expression, communication, and insecure
attachment dynamics.

This research contributes to the literature by providing

comparative insights into two prominent therapeutic models

and highlighting the importance of individualized treatment
planning based on the underlying mechanisms of marital
dysfunction. Therapists and counselors are encouraged to
consider both emotional and cognitive dimensions of
relationship  distress when selecting or integrating
interventions. Continued exploration of combined or
sequential applications of schema therapy and EFCT may
yield even more robust outcomes for couples facing complex

relational challenges.
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