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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of emotion-focused couple therapy
on psychological well-being and cognitive flexibility among couples seeking divorce.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttest
and control group. The statistical population consisted of couples seeking divorce who referred to
proe. psychological centers in Mashhad in 2024. A total of 30 participants were selected using purposive

® sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. Data were collected using the

ARIL2A Ryff Psychological Well-Being Questionnaire and the Dennis and Vander Wal Cognitive Flexibility
Questionnaire. The intervention consisted of eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused couple

céé%@i&% therapy based on Johnson’s protocol. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures ANOVA and

ey of Bl o Gogitv Pepalalogy

Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS.

Findings: The results indicated significant differences in adjusted mean scores between
experimental and control groups in posttest and follow-up stages for psychological well-being and
cognitive flexibility (p < 0.001). The intervention demonstrated large and meaningful effect sizes,
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Conclusion: Emotion-focused couple therapy is an effective intervention for improving
Initial Publish: 03 May 2026 psychological well-being and cognitive flexibility in couples seeking divorce and can contribute to
Final Publish: 23 September 2026 enhancing emotional adjustment and relational functioning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Divorce has emerged as a complex and multidimensional
social phenomenon that exerts profound psychological,
relational, and societal consequences. In recent decades, the
increasing prevalence of divorce has highlighted the
necessity of understanding the underlying psychological
mechanisms that contribute to marital instability,
particularly among couples at risk of separation. Couples
seeking divorce often experience heightened emotional
distress, diminished psychological well-being, and
impairments in cognitive functioning, all of which can
intensify relational conflicts and reduce the likelihood of
reconciliation  (Alavi,  2024;  Golestanifar, ~ 2025).
Psychological well-being, as a comprehensive construct
encompassing dimensions such as self-acceptance,
environmental mastery, purpose in life, and positive
interpersonal relationships, is considered a central indicator
of mental health and adaptive functioning. Reduced levels of
psychological well-being in distressed couples are
frequently associated with maladaptive emotional
regulation, poor communication patterns, and increased
vulnerability to relational breakdown (Abadian & Bikalari,
2023; Hatami et al., 2023).

Alongside psychological well-being, cognitive flexibility
represents another critical factor influencing individuals’
ability to adapt to changing circumstances and manage
interpersonal conflicts effectively. Cognitive flexibility
refers to the capacity to shift perspectives, generate
alternative solutions, and revise cognitive schemas in
response to environmental demands. Deficits in this ability
are often linked to rigid thinking patterns, rumination, and
ineffective  problem-solving  strategies, which are
particularly detrimental in the context of marital
relationships (Naseri & Sharifi, 2017; Taghinasab Ardehani,
2018). Research has shown that enhancing cognitive
flexibility can improve relational functioning by enabling
individuals to reduce

reinterpret situations,

misunderstandings, and adopt more constructive coping
strategies (Alizadeh et al., 2022; Mirlouhian et al., 2021).

In response to these challenges, various therapeutic
approaches have been developed to address both emotional
and cognitive dimensions of marital distress. Among these,
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) has gained considerable
attention as an evidence-based intervention that emphasizes
the central role of emotional processes in shaping
interpersonal dynamics. EFT integrates principles from
attachment theory, experiential therapy, and systemic
approaches, focusing on the identification, expression, and
transformation of emotional experiences within intimate
relationships (Timulak & McElvaney, 2016). By facilitating
emotional awareness and restructuring maladaptive
interaction patterns, EFT aims to foster secure attachment
bonds and promote healthier communication between
partners.

Empirical studies have consistently demonstrated the
effectiveness of EFT in improving psychological well-being,
enhancing relationship satisfaction, and reducing emotional
distress. For instance, research indicates that EFT can
significantly increase psychological well-being and quality
of life among individuals experiencing relational difficulties
(Alavi, 2024), as well as improve emotional regulation and
social functioning in diverse populations (Akbari Zargar et
al., 2021; Ardestani Balaei et al., 2021). Moreover, EFT has
been shown to contribute to improvements in cognitive
processes, including flexibility and adaptive thinking,
despite its primary focus on emotional change (Goudarzi &
Shiri, 2020; Hosseinzadeh et al., 2020).

Comparative studies further suggest that EFT is at least
as effective as other contemporary therapeutic approaches,
such as acceptance-based and mindfulness-based
interventions, in enhancing psychological outcomes
(Azandaryani et al., 2022; Mazloom et al., 2020). These
findings underscore the integrative nature of EFT, which
addresses both emotional and cognitive aspects of

psychological functioning. Nevertheless, despite the
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growing body of evidence supporting its efficacy, there
remains a need for further research examining the
simultaneous impact of EFT on psychological well-being
and cognitive flexibility, particularly among couples seeking
divorce. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of emotion-focused couple therapy on
psychological well-being and cognitive flexibility in couples
seeking divorce.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design
with a pretest—posttest control group and a follow-up phase.
The statistical population consisted of couples seeking
divorce who referred to psychological counseling centers in
Mashhad. From this population, 30 participants were
selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The experimental group
received eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused
couple therapy based on a structured therapeutic protocol,
while the control group did not receive any intervention.
Data were collected using standardized instruments
measuring psychological well-being and cognitive
flexibility. The data analysis was conducted using repeated-
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) to examine within-
group and between-group differences across pretest,
posttest, and follow-up stages. Bonferroni post-hoc tests
were used to identify specific differences between
measurement points.

Findings

The results of the data analysis indicated significant
differences between the experimental and control groups in
both psychological well-being and cognitive flexibility.
Repeated-measures ANOVA revealed that the intervention
had a statistically significant effect on the dependent
variables across time. Specifically, participants in the
experimental group demonstrated a substantial increase in
psychological well-being scores from pretest to posttest,
which was maintained during the follow-up phase.

Similarly, cognitive flexibility scores showed a significant

improvement in the experimental group compared to the
control group.

The analysis of within-group effects confirmed that the
changes observed in the experimental group were
statistically significant across measurement stages, while no
meaningful changes were observed in the control group.
Between-group  comparisons  further supported the
effectiveness of the intervention, with large effect sizes
indicating a strong impact of emotion-focused therapy.
Additionally, Bonferroni post-hoc tests revealed significant
differences between pretest and posttest, as well as between
pretest and follow-up measurements, suggesting that the
therapeutic effects were both immediate and sustained over
time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide strong evidence for the
effectiveness of emotion-focused couple therapy in
enhancing psychological well-being and cognitive flexibility
among couples seeking divorce. The observed
improvements in psychological well-being suggest that the
intervention  successfully addressed core emotional
processes, enabling participants to develop greater self-
awareness, emotional acceptance, and interpersonal
understanding. These changes likely contributed to
improved relational functioning and a reduction in
psychological distress.

The increase in cognitive flexibility observed in the
experimental group indicates that emotion-focused therapy
can also facilitate cognitive change, even though it primarily
targets emotional processes. By helping individuals process
and regulate their emotions more effectively, the therapy
may create a psychological environment that supports
adaptive thinking, perspective-taking, and problem-solving.
This interplay between emotional and cognitive processes
highlights the integrative nature of therapeutic change and
underscores the importance of addressing both domains in
interventions for couples experiencing relational difficulties.

Another important finding of this study is the stability of

the intervention effects over time. The maintenance of
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improvements during the follow-up phase suggests that the
changes achieved through emotion-focused therapy are not
merely short-term but reflect deeper transformations in
emotional and relational patterns. This durability enhances
the practical value of the intervention, making it a viable
option for long-term improvement in couples’ psychological
functioning.

Overall, the results of this study support the use of

emotion-focused couple therapy as an effective intervention

for couples seeking divorce. By targeting fundamental
emotional processes and promoting adaptive cognitive
functioning, this approach can contribute to improved
psychological well-being, greater relational resilience, and
potentially a reduction in divorce rates. These findings have
important implications for clinical practice, highlighting the
need for incorporating emotion-focused interventions into
counseling and therapeutic programs aimed at supporting

couples in distress.
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