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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Imago Relationship Therapy on marital
conflict, suicidal ideation, emotional regulation, and resilience among child brides.

Methods and Materials: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
phases alongside a control group. The statistical population consisted of married girls aged 12 to 18 years in Mashhad
during 2024-2025. A total of 30 participants were selected through purposive and convenience sampling and
randomly assigned into experimental and control groups (15 participants in each group). Research instruments
included the Sanaei and Barati Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale, Gross and John
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, and Beck Scale for Suicidal Ideation. The experimental group received eight
90-minute sessions of Imago Relationship Therapy, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were
collected across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages and analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance
and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS version 26.

Findings: The findings demonstrated that Imago Relationship Therapy significantly reduced marital conflict across
all dimensions, including reduced cooperation, sexual dissatisfaction, emotional reactions, seeking children’s
support, relationships with relatives, financial separation, and ineffective communication (P<0.001). The
intervention also significantly increased resilience dimensions, including personal competence, trust in instincts,
positive acceptance of change, control, and spiritual influences (P<0.001). In terms of emotional regulation, the
results indicated increased cognitive reappraisal and decreased emotional suppression (P<0.001). Furthermore,
suicidal ideation significantly declined in dimensions of desire for death, suicide preparedness, and actual suicidal
tendency (P<0.001). The stability of treatment effects was confirmed at follow-up, as no significant differences were
observed between post-test and follow-up scores.

Conclusion: The results of the present study indicate that Imago Relationship Therapy is an effective psychological
intervention for reducing marital conflicts and suicidal ideation while enhancing resilience and emotional regulation
among child brides. Through increasing empathy, improving awareness of maladaptive relational patterns, and
facilitating healthier emotional interactions, this approach contributes to better psychological well-being and marital
functioning. Therefore, implementing Imago-based therapeutic programs in family counseling and support centers
may play a substantial role in reducing the psychological and social harms associated with child marriage.
Keywords: Imago Relationship Therapy, Child Marriage, Marital Conflict, Suicidal ldeation, Emotional
Regulation, Resilience.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Child marriage is recognized as one of the major
psychosocial and public health concerns affecting adolescent
girls across many societies. Early marriage is associated with
severe emotional, psychological, and interpersonal
consequences that can negatively influence developmental
processes, emotional regulation, identity formation, and
marital adjustment (Jefferys, 2020; Nohoor & Za, 2025; Noor
& Za, 2025). Adolescent girls who enter marital relationships
before achieving emotional and cognitive maturity often
experience chronic stress, reduced autonomy, limited coping
abilities, and difficulties in communication and intimacy
formation (Inayah et al.,, 2025; Puspitasari et al., 2025).
Previous investigations have shown that child brides are
more vulnerable to marital dissatisfaction, emotional
dysregulation, depression, suicidal ideation, and low
resilience compared to women who marry in adulthood
(Agege et al., 2020; Heshmatpour et al., 2023; Thabrew et
al., 2024). The psychological burden of early marriage
frequently emerges through unresolved marital conflicts,
emotional suppression, and persistent feelings of
hopelessness that gradually undermine mental health and
family functioning (Farhang & Shahidi, 2022; Mamun &
Griffiths, 2020).

Marital conflict is considered one of the most influential
predictors of psychological maladjustment and relational
instability among couples. In child marriages, the lack of
communication skills and emotional maturity intensifies
misunderstandings and conflict escalation (Young & Long,
2018). Studies have demonstrated that young couples often
struggle to express emotional needs effectively, resulting in
criticism, withdrawal, hostility, and ineffective interaction
patterns (Puspitasari et al., 2025). Emotional dysregulation
also plays a critical role in the persistence of marital conflict.
Tanzifi reported that adolescent brides commonly
experience difficulty managing emotions such as anger,

sadness, shame, and anxiety (Tanzifi, 2023). Fusca similarly

emphasized that emotional suppression is associated with
increased psychological distress and impaired interpersonal
functioning (Fusca, 2014). Alongside emotional difficulties,
child brides frequently exhibit lower resilience, which
weakens their ability to cope with stressful marital
experiences (Heshmatpour et al., 2023). Maston described
resilience as a dynamic process enabling individuals to adapt
successfully despite adversity and psychological pressure
(Maston, 2018).

Another serious consequence of child marriage is the
increased prevalence of suicidal ideation. Feelings of
hopelessness, emotional isolation, chronic interpersonal
stress, and lack of social support may contribute to suicidal
thoughts among adolescent wives (Kleiman, 2018). Thabrew
and colleagues found that early marriage significantly
increases suicidality risk among adolescent girls (Thabrew
etal., 2024). Furthermore, Mamun and Griffiths emphasized
that depression and persistent emotional distress are strongly
associated with suicidal behavior worldwide (Mamun &
Griffiths, 2020). These findings highlight the importance of
therapeutic interventions capable of improving emotional
regulation, strengthening resilience, and reducing
interpersonal conflict among child brides.

Imago Relationship Therapy has emerged as a promising
therapeutic approach for improving marital relationships and
emotional functioning. Developed by Hendrix, this approach
is based on the assumption that marital conflicts originate
from unresolved childhood wounds and unconscious
relational patterns (Hendrix, 2014). According to Imago
theory, individuals unconsciously select partners who
resemble important caregivers from childhood and attempt
to heal unmet emotional needs within intimate relationships
(Awoke & Ali, 2022). Imago therapy aims to transform
unconscious marriage into conscious marriage through
empathy, emotional awareness, conscious dialogue, and safe
communication (Gehlert, 2018). Conscious dialogue,
considered the central technique of Imago therapy,

encourages couples to listen empathically, validate
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emotional experiences, and reduce defensive interaction

patterns  (Khamseh, 2020). Previous studies have
demonstrated that Imago-based interventions improve
marital satisfaction, empathy, communication skills,
emotional control, forgiveness, and resilience among
couples (Amiri et al., 2022; Luquet & Gehlert, 2021; Luskin
et al.,, 2021; Morandi et al.,, 2021; Nasrullahzadeh Jamal,
2021). Muro and colleagues further reported that Imago
therapy significantly enhances emotional and cognitive
empathy in conflicted couples (Muro et al., 2019). Mary and
Holliman also found that Imago dialogue facilitates
emotional and cognitive restructuring within intimate
relationships (Mary & Holliman, 2022). Despite these
findings, limited research has simultaneously examined the
effectiveness of Imago Relationship Therapy on marital
conflict, emotional regulation, suicidal ideation, and
resilience among child brides. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Imago Relationship
Therapy on marital conflict, suicidal ideation, emotional
regulation, and resilience among child brides.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up phases alongside a
control group. The statistical population consisted of all
married girls aged 12 to 18 years in Mashhad during 2024—
2025. Thirty participants who met the inclusion criteria were
selected through purposive and convenience sampling and
were randomly assigned into experimental and control
groups, with 15 participants in each group. Inclusion criteria
included being a child bride between 12 and 18 years old,
willingness to participate in the study, and the ability to
attend therapeutic sessions regularly. Exclusion criteria
included receiving simultaneous psychological or
psychiatric interventions, participating in other counseling
programs, or missing more than two therapeutic sessions.

Data collection instruments included the Sanaei and
Barati Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Connor—Davidson

Resilience Scale, Gross and John Emotion Regulation

Questionnaire, and Beck Scale for Suicidal Ideation. The
Marital Conflict Questionnaire assessed dimensions such as
reduced cooperation, emotional reactions, ineffective
communication, financial separation, and relationship
difficulties with relatives. The Connor-Davidson scale
measured resilience dimensions including personal
competence, control, positive acceptance of change, and
spiritual influences. Emotional regulation was evaluated
through the dimensions of cognitive reappraisal and
emotional suppression. Suicidal ideation was assessed
through dimensions of desire for death, suicide
preparedness, and actual suicidal tendency.

The experimental group received eight weekly sessions
of Imago Relationship Therapy based on Hendrix’s
therapeutic protocol. Each session lasted approximately 90
minutes. Therapeutic sessions focused on creating a safe
emotional environment, conscious dialogue training,
empathy development, emotional awareness, identifying
childhood relational wounds, restructuring maladaptive
interaction patterns, emotional expression, forgiveness, and
self-compassion. The control group remained on a waiting
list and received no intervention during the study period.
Data were collected at pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
stages. Statistical analysis was conducted using repeated
measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests
in SPSS version 26.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the mean age of
participants in the Imago therapy group was 14.87 years,
while the mean age in the control group was 15.80 years.
Most participants in both groups had elementary or middle
school education levels, and no significant demographic
differences were observed between groups.

Descriptive findings demonstrated substantial changes in
the experimental group across the three stages of assessment.
The mean score of marital conflict in the experimental group
decreased significantly from pre-test to post-test and
remained stable during follow-up, whereas the control group

showed minimal changes. Similarly, resilience scores
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increased noticeably in the experimental group during post-
test and follow-up phases, while remaining relatively
unchanged in the control group. Emotional regulation
findings revealed increased cognitive reappraisal and
reduced emotional suppression in the experimental group
following the intervention. Furthermore, suicidal ideation
scores significantly decreased in the experimental group
across all dimensions, including desire for death, suicide
preparedness, and actual suicidal tendency.

The assumptions of repeated measures analysis of
variance were examined prior to data analysis. Results of
Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated normal distribution of
variables across all stages. Levene’s test confirmed
homogeneity of variances, and Box’s M test supported
homogeneity of covariance matrices. Mauchly’s test of
sphericity was satisfied for most variables, while
Greenhouse—Geisser correction was applied to one suicidal
ideation component where sphericity was violated.

Repeated measures analysis of variance revealed
significant effects of time, group membership, and the
interaction between time and group for all major study
variables. Significant reductions were observed in marital
conflict  dimensions, reduced

including cooperation,

emotional reactions, financial separation, ineffective
communication, and relational difficulties. Significant
improvements were also observed in resilience dimensions,
including personal competence, trust in instincts, positive
acceptance of change, control, and spiritual influences.
Emotional regulation findings indicated significant increases
in cognitive reappraisal and significant decreases in
emotional suppression. In addition, suicidal ideation
dimensions  significantly decreased following the
intervention. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons demonstrated
significant differences between pre-test and post-test as well
as between pre-test and follow-up stages in the experimental
group. However, differences between post-test and follow-
up stages were not statistically significant, indicating the

stability of treatment effects over time. No significant

differences were observed across measurement stages in the
control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
Imago Relationship Therapy significantly reduced marital
conflict, improved emotional regulation, increased
resilience, and decreased suicidal ideation among child
brides. These findings suggest that relationship-oriented
interventions addressing emotional wounds and maladaptive
interaction patterns can substantially improve psychological
functioning and marital adjustment in adolescent wives. The
reduction in marital conflict may be explained by the
emphasis of Imago therapy on conscious dialogue, empathic
listening, emotional validation, and safe communication.
Child brides often enter marital relationships without
adequate communication skills and emotional maturity,
which intensifies misunderstandings and interpersonal
tension. Through therapeutic dialogue and emotional
awareness exercises, participants learned to express unmet
needs constructively and respond more empathically to their
spouses, resulting in healthier interaction patterns and
reduced relational distress.

The observed improvement in emotional regulation can
also be understood through the mechanisms of Imago
therapy. Participants gradually replaced emotional
suppression and impulsive reactions with cognitive
reappraisal and conscious emotional expression. The
therapeutic environment promoted emotional safety and
validation, enabling participants to identify and process
previously suppressed emotions. This process likely
contributed to reductions in psychological distress and
improvements in interpersonal functioning. Increased
resilience among participants may similarly reflect enhanced
emotional support, greater self-awareness, improved coping
abilities, and stronger perceptions of personal competence
developed throughout therapy sessions.

The reduction in suicidal ideation among child brides
represents one of the most important findings of the study.

Child marriage is frequently associated with hopelessness,
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chronic stress, emotional isolation, and limited autonomy, all
of which increase vulnerability to suicidal thoughts. Imago
therapy appears to reduce these risks by strengthening
emotional connectedness, promoting empathy, improving
emotional expression, and fostering psychological safety
within the marital relationship. As emotional regulation and
resilience improved, participants may have experienced
greater hopefulness, emotional stability, and perceived
support, which consequently reduced suicidal ideation.
Overall, the findings indicate that Imago Relationship
Therapy is an effective intervention for addressing the

emotional and relational difficulties experienced by child

brides. By focusing on unconscious relational patterns,
emotional healing, empathy development, and conscious
communication, this therapeutic approach contributes to
healthier marital relationships and improved mental health
outcomes. The stability of treatment effects during the
follow-up stage further suggests that the intervention
produced durable psychological and interpersonal changes.
Therefore, implementing Imago-based counseling and
therapeutic programs in family counseling centers and
psychological support services may play an important role in
reducing psychological vulnerability and improving the

quality of life among women affected by child marriage.
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