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Abstract:

Obijective: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Imago Relationship Therapy and Cognitive-
Behavioral Therapy on stages of change motivation and maladaptive communication patterns among couples
experiencing marital conflict.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of couples referring to counseling centers in Tehran in 2023 due to marital
conflict. A total of 45 couples were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned into three groups:
Imago Relationship Therapy, Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy, and a control group, with 15 couples in each group.
The research instruments included the University of Rhode Island Change Assessment (URICA) and the
Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ). Therapeutic interventions were implemented in eight weekly 90-
minute sessions. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-26 software.

Findings: The results of multivariate analysis of covariance indicated a significant difference among the study
groups regarding the combined dependent variables (p < .001). Univariate analyses further demonstrated that both
Imago Relationship Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy significantly increased stages of change motivation
and significantly reduced maladaptive communication patterns compared to the control group (p < .001). Bonferroni
post hoc comparisons also revealed that Imago Relationship Therapy was significantly more effective than
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy in improving stages of change motivation and reducing maladaptive communication
patterns.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that both Imago Relationship Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
are effective in improving motivation for change and modifying maladaptive communication patterns among
couples with marital conflict. However, Imago Relationship Therapy showed greater effectiveness due to its stronger
emphasis on empathy, emotional bonding reconstruction, and emotional awareness. These findings may assist
family counselors and therapists in selecting more appropriate interventions for couples experiencing marital
conflict.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction
Marital relationships constitute one of the most
fundamental dimensions of human life and play a crucial
role in psychological well-being, emotional stability, and
family functioning. The quality of communication between
couples significantly influences marital satisfaction,
emotional intimacy, and the stability of the family system.
Ineffective communication patterns, unresolved conflicts,
emotional withdrawal, criticism, and defensiveness are
among the most common predictors of marital distress and
relational dissatisfaction. Couples who fail to establish
constructive communication often experience chronic
interpersonal  tension, emotional disconnection, and
diminished relational commitment. Therefore, identifying
effective  therapeutic  interventions to  improve
communication patterns and enhance couples’ readiness for
change has become an important focus in family counseling
and psychotherapy research (Jalili et al., 2024; Mohannaee
et al., 2019).

In recent years, couple therapy approaches emphasizing
emotional awareness and relational reconstruction have
gained increasing attention. Among these interventions,
Imago Relationship Therapy (IRT) and Cognitive-
Behavioral Couple Therapy (CBCT) are widely recognized
as effective approaches for reducing marital conflicts and
improving relational functioning. Imago therapy, developed
by Harville Hendrix, is based on the assumption that
unresolved childhood experiences and unmet emotional
needs shape unconscious relational patterns in adulthood.
According to this perspective, individuals are unconsciously
attracted to partners who resemble early attachment figures,
and marital conflicts often reactivate unresolved
developmental wounds. Imago therapy attempts to transform
conflict into an opportunity for healing and growth through
empathic dialogue, emotional validation, and conscious
communication (Ghaffari et al., 2025; Nasrullahzadeh

Jamal, 2021).

ARR

Several studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of

Imago therapy in improving emotional intimacy,
communication quality, forgiveness, empathy, and marital
satisfaction. Research findings indicate that this approach
facilitates deeper emotional understanding and reduces
destructive interaction patterns among couples (M. Fatemi et
al.,, 2016; M. S. Fatemi et al., 2016; Fatemi et al., 2015).
Moreover, studies have shown that Imago therapy can
significantly improve communication skills, emotional
experiences toward spouses, marital commitment, and
relationship quality among distressed couples (Amini Khoei
et al.,, 2014; Cheraey et al., 2020; Dehnavi et al., 2023).
Other investigations have also emphasized the role of Imago
therapy in promoting marital forgiveness, reducing
emotional divorce, and enhancing resilience among couples
experiencing relational distress (Karami et al., 2025; Najjar
Khodabakhsh et al., 2025).

Alongside Imago therapy, Cognitive-Behavioral Couple
Therapy has been extensively applied to marital problems
and dysfunctional communication. CBCT focuses on the
role of irrational  beliefs,

maladaptive  cognitions,

dysfunctional behavioral exchanges, and negative

interaction cycles in the development and maintenance of
This
relationship quality by teaching

marital conflicts. approach aims to improve

communication and

cognitive restructuring, emotional regulation, conflict

resolution, and interpersonal communication skills. Studies
have shown that cognitive-behavioral interventions can

effectively reduce communication problems, marital

burnout, emotional dysregulation, and maladaptive

relational beliefs among couples (Shafiabady et al., 2023;

Vaslehchi et al., 2024). Furthermore, CBCT has
demonstrated effectiveness in  reducing ineffective
communication patterns and enhancing  adaptive

interpersonal functioning (Shirin Kam et al., 2025).
Despite the empirical support for both therapeutic
approaches, comparative studies examining their relative

effectiveness on stages of change maotivation and




Pale ol ¢Jgl 0 99

maladaptive communication patterns remain limited,
particularly in Iranian cultural contexts. Motivation for
change is a critical component of successful therapeutic
outcomes because relational

change requires active

participation, emotional openness, and behavioral
commitment from both partners. Couples who are more
psychologically prepared to acknowledge relational
difficulties and engage in constructive change are more
likely to benefit from therapeutic interventions. Previous
studies have emphasized the role of cognitive-behavioral
and motivational interventions in enhancing readiness for
change and adaptive functioning (Nemat Zadeh Souteh et
al., 2024; Rezaie et al., 2024). However, little attention has
been paid to how emotionally focused interventions such as
Imago therapy may influence motivation for relational
change.

In Iranian society, marital relationships are shaped by
cultural norms, traditional gender expectations, family
influences, and limited opportunities for emotional
expression. Consequently, interventions that address both
cognitive and emotional aspects of relationships may be
particularly beneficial in this context. While cognitive-
behavioral approaches improve communication through
skill acquisition and cognitive restructuring, Imago therapy
by

emphasizing empathy, validation, and attachment-related

may facilitate deeper emotional transformation
healing (Farahani & Delavar, 2018). Therefore, comparing
these approaches may contribute to the development of more
culturally sensitive and effective interventions for couples
experiencing marital conflict.

Given the importance of marital communication,
emotional intimacy, and readiness for change in maintaining
healthy relationships, and considering the limited
comparative evidence regarding the effectiveness of Imago
therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of these
two interventions on stages of change motivation and
maladaptive communication patterns among couples with

marital conflict.

Y\Y

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pretest—posttest assessments and a control group. The
statistical population consisted of couples referring to
counseling and psychological clinics in Tehran in 2023 due
to marital conflicts. A total of 45 couples (90 participants)
were selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to three equal groups: Imago therapy, Cognitive-
Behavioral Couple Therapy, and a control group.

The inclusion criteria included at least one year of marital
life, obtaining scores above the cutoff point on marital
conflict measures, minimum high school education,
willingness to participate in the study, and absence of
simultaneous psychological treatment. Exclusion criteria
included absence from more than two therapy sessions,
severe psychiatric disorders, substance dependence, and
occurrence of acute family crises during the study.

Data collection was conducted using the University of
Rhode Island Change Assessment (URICA) and the
Communication Patterns Questionnaire (CPQ). The URICA
assessed participants’ stages of change motivation, including
precontemplation, contemplation, action, and maintenance.
The CPQ

communication patterns among couples.

evaluated adaptive and maladaptive

The intervention protocols were conducted in eight
weekly 90-minute sessions. The Imago therapy sessions
focused on empathic dialogue, mirroring, emotional
validation, exploration of childhood wounds, emotional
awareness, and reconstruction of relational intimacy. The
Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy sessions emphasized
identification of dysfunctional cognitions, cognitive
restructuring, communication skills training, emotional
regulation, anger management, and problem-solving
techniques.

The control group received no intervention during the
study period but participated in a brief educational workshop
after completion of the research process. Following the

interventions, posttests were administered to all groups.
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Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard deviations, were
calculated.  Multivariate ~ analysis  of  covariance
(MANCOVA) was employed to examine group differences
while controlling for pretest scores. Statistical assumptions,
including normality, homogeneity of variance, and
homogeneity of covariance matrices, were examined and
confirmed prior to analysis. Bonferroni post hoc tests were
used to compare group differences. The significance level
for all analyses was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean scores of
stages of change motivation increased substantially in both
experimental groups at posttest compared to pretest scores,
whereas only minimal changes were observed in the control
group. The Imago therapy group demonstrated the highest
increase in motivation for change. In contrast, maladaptive
communication pattern scores decreased considerably in
both treatment groups, with the greatest reduction observed
in the Imago therapy group.

The

appropriateness of conducting multivariate analysis of

results of assumption testing confirmed the
covariance. Shapiro-Wilk tests demonstrated normal
distribution of data, Levene’s tests indicated homogeneity of
variances, and Box’s M tests confirmed equality of
covariance matrices across groups.

The multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a
significant overall effect of group membership on the
combined dependent variables of stages of change
motivation and maladaptive communication patterns. Wilks’
Lambda results indicated significant differences among the
three groups, suggesting that at least one of the dependent
variables differed significantly across interventions.

Subsequent univariate analyses showed significant group
differences for both dependent variables. Both Imago
therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral

Couple  Therapy

significantly improved stages of change motivation
compared to the control group. However, the increase in

motivation for change was significantly greater in the Imago

Y\Y

therapy group than in the Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
group.

Similarly, both interventions significantly reduced
maladaptive communication patterns compared to the
control group. Participants in the Imago therapy group
exhibited the greatest reduction in ineffective
communication behaviors, including criticism, withdrawal,
defensiveness, and negative emotional interaction. Although
Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy also improved
communication patterns, its effect size was smaller than that
of Imago therapy.

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons confirmed significant
differences between each treatment group and the control
group on both dependent variables. Additionally, significant
differences emerged between the two experimental groups,
indicating that Imago therapy produced superior outcomes
in increasing motivation for change and reducing
maladaptive communication patterns.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that both
Imago Relationship Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral
Couple Therapy were effective in improving stages of
change  motivation and  reducing  maladaptive
communication patterns among couples experiencing
marital conflict. However,

Imago therapy produced

significantly greater improvements in both variables
compared to Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy.

The effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Couple
Therapy may be explained by its emphasis on identifying
dysfunctional cognitions, modifying irrational beliefs, and
teaching adaptive communication skills. By helping couples
recognize negative thought patterns and develop
constructive interaction strategies, this approach enhances
emotional regulation and conflict resolution abilities.
Couples learn to communicate more effectively, interpret
relational situations more realistically, and reduce
destructive behavioral exchanges.

The superior effectiveness of Imago therapy may be

attributed to its deeper focus on emotional experiences,
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Unlike

interventions that primarily target cognition and behavior,

attachment needs, and relational healing.

Imago therapy facilitates emotional awareness and empathic
Through

dialogue techniques such as mirroring, validation, and

understanding between partners. structured
empathy, couples experience being heard and emotionally
understood, which may reduce defensiveness and emotional
withdrawal.

Another explanation for the stronger effects of Imago
therapy is its emphasis on unresolved developmental
experiences and unconscious relational dynamics. Many
maladaptive communication patterns originate from unmet
childhood needs and insecure attachment experiences. By
helping couples recognize these underlying emotional
wounds, Imago therapy promotes insight, compassion, and
emotional connection. As a result, couples become more
willing to engage in relational change and develop healthier
interaction patterns.

The findings also highlight the importance of integrating
emotional and cognitive dimensions in couple therapy.
While

improve communication skills and behavioral regulation,

cognitive-behavioral interventions effectively

emotional connection and empathic understanding appear to

AR

play a critical role in sustaining long-term relational change.

Therefore, therapeutic approaches addressing both
emotional attachment and cognitive restructuring may
produce more comprehensive outcomes for distressed
couples.

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that
both interventions can be effectively applied in counseling
centers and family therapy clinics for couples experiencing
marital conflicts. However, Imago therapy may be
particularly beneficial for couples with deep emotional
wounds, unresolved attachment issues, and chronic
communication difficulties. Cognitive-Behavioral Couple
Therapy may be more appropriate for couples whose
difficulties are primarily related to maladaptive beliefs and
ineffective communication skills.

Overall, the results of this study emphasize the
significance  of  emotional  awareness, empathic
communication, and psychological readiness for change in
improving marital relationships. The findings support the
application of emotionally focused relational approaches
alongside cognitive-behavioral methods in couple therapy
and contribute to the growing literature on effective

interventions for marital conflict resolution.
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