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Background: In recent years, the divorce rate in Iran has increased significantly. One possible explanation is
the couple's psychological and interpersonal maladaptation when facing life transitions and unexpected stressors.
Aims: This study investigates the effectiveness of Paradoxical Therapy (PTC), a recognized intervention in
couple therapy, in enhancing distress tolerance, ego strength, and reducing irrational beliefs in couples
experiencing marital conflicts.

Methods: This semi-experimental study compares couples’ psychological outcomes before and after the
intervention. The statistical population consisted of all couples diagnosed with severe tension and marital
conflict who had referred to the Royesh Psychology Center in Tehran. The final sample included 30 couples.
These were randomly assigned to experimental (n = 15 couples) and control (n = 15 couples) groups. Data were
analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA). Statistical assumptions—including normal
distribution (Shapiro-Wilk test), homogeneity of variances (Levene's test), equality of covariance matrices
(Box's M test), homogeneity of regression slopes, and linearity between covariate and dependent variables—
were all tested and confirmed.

Results: The results of the multivariate analysis of covariance indicated that the effect of paradoxical therapy
was statistically significant in enhancing distress tolerance (p = 0.025, n*> = 0.185) and increasing ego strength
(p = 0.003, n? = 0.295). However, based on the current sample and the implemented therapeutic protocol, no
significant positive effect was observed on reducing irrational beliefs (p = 0.541, n> = 0.015).

Conclusion: Paradoxical therapy, by weakening psychological resistance, enhancing self-awareness, and
encouraging active acceptance of unwanted emotions and thoughts, strengthens the ego structure and improves
emotional regulation and low distress tolerance. The findings of this study may serve as a foundation for future
research aimed at developing more targeted interventions for couples at risk of marital dissolution.
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Introduction
The family, as the foundational unit of society, is built

upon marital relationships. Marriage, one of the most
complex and significant forms of human interaction,
is constantly influenced by social, cultural,
psychological, and factors.  This
relationship not only shapes individual well-being but
also plays a critical role in the psychological and
social health of society (Robles, Slatcher, Trombello,
& McGinn, 2014). However, in today’s fast-paced
world, many couples encounter challenges and
conflicts that, if inadequately managed, may lead to
marital breakdown and divorce.

Iran has experienced a considerable increase in
divorce rates. For example, in 2023 (1402 SH),
201,183 divorces were recorded, yielding a rate of 2.3
per 1,000 population, compared to 0.9 in 2001 (1380
SH) (Iran Civil Registration Organization, 2024). In
Tehran alone, the crude divorce rate reached 2.6 per
1,000 in 2024 (1403 SH), with approximately 23,400
divorces estimated based on a population of nine
million.

One explanatory framework for understanding
marital instability is the Vulnerability-Stress-
Adaptation (VSA) model proposed by Karney and
Bradbury (1995), which emphasizes the interaction
among three dimensions: enduring vulnerabilities,
external stressors, and adaptive processes. This model
posits that certain psychological characteristics—

economic
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such as “low distress tolerance,” “weak ego strength,”
and  “irrational  beliefs"—serve as  stable
vulnerabilities that impact how couples respond to

relational challenges.
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Distress tolerance refers to an individual's ability to
withstand emotional discomfort, psychological strain,
and threatening situations without resorting to
maladaptive coping (Simons & Gaher, 2005;
Veilleux, 2023). Within the VSA framework, low
distress tolerance is conceptualized as a vulnerability
that contributes to impaired interpersonal regulation
among couples.

Ego strength represents the capacity for emotional
self-regulation, psychological integration, and
impulse control when confronted with conflict or
frustration (Lake, 1985; Markstrom et al., 1997).
Irrational beliefs are absolute, unrealistic, and rigid
thoughts that individuals hold about themselves,
others, or the world, which often originate from early
experiences or cultural learning. In marital contexts,
these beliefs can fuel misunderstandings and repeated
conflicts (Addis & Bernard, 2002; Topkaya, Sahin, &
Mehel, 2023). Empirical studies have consistently
linked irrational beliefs to marital dissatisfaction and
higher divorce risk.

Given the complexity of these psychological factors,
appropriate therapeutic intervention is essential.
Paradoxical Therapy (PTC) is one such approach that
has shown promise in addressing these
vulnerabilities. Instead of avoiding symptoms,
paradoxical therapy deliberately prescribes the
problematic behaviors in a structured manner to elicit
awareness, accountability, and transformation
(Besharat, 2023a; Besharat, 2023b).

The present study aims to assess the effectiveness of
PTC on these key psychological variables in couples
experiencing conflict. By evaluating changes from
pretest to posttest, this research seeks to provide
evidence for clinical application and inform future
intervention development.
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Method
This applied, semi-experimental study employed a

pretest-posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population included all couples diagnosed
with high marital conflict and psychological distress
who sought counseling at the Royesh Psychology
Center in Tehran. From this population, 35 couples
(70 individuals) were purposefully selected using a
non-random, voluntary sampling method. Following
attrition due to dropout and incomplete posttest data,
30 couples (60 individuals) remained and were
randomly assigned into equal experimental (n = 15)
and control (n = 15) groups.

Ego strength was measured using the Psychosocial
Inventory of Ego Strengths (PIES) developed by
Markstrom et al. (1997). Distress tolerance was
assessed using the 15-item Distress Tolerance Scale
(DTS) developed by Simons and Gaher (2005). In
addition, irrational beliefs were evaluated using the
Irrational Beliefs Test (IBT) developed by Jones
(1968).

PTC, developed by Besharat (2023a,b), was used as
the experimental intervention. This method integrates
psychodynamic, cognitive, behavioral, and systemic
principles. The treatment protocol consists of six 90-
minute sessions.

Results
The required statistical assumptions for conducting

multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
were confirmed as follows:

Normality of Distribution: Results from the Shapiro—
Wilk and Kolmogorov—Smirnov tests showed that the
significance levels for all variables in both the
experimental and control groups were greater than
0.05. Therefore, the null hypothesis of normality is
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retained, indicating that the data distributions are
normal with 95% confidence.

Homogeneity of Variance: Levene’s test was used to
examine the homogeneity of variances for the
dependent variables. All significance values were
greater than 0.05, confirming that the variance of
scores across groups was equal for all dependent
variables.

Homogeneity of Covariance Matrices (Box’s M
Test): The significance level of Box’s M test was
greater than 0.05. Hence, the null hypothesis of equal
covariance matrices across groups is not rejected, and
the assumption of homogeneity of covariance
matrices is met, justifying the use of MANCOVA.
Homogeneity of Regression Slopes: To test this
assumption, the interaction between the covariate
(pretest) and the group (experimental vs. control) was
included in the model. If the interaction effect is non-
significant (p > 0.05), the assumption is met. In the
current study, the interaction term yielded F(1,28) =
0.14, p = 0.71, confirming the homogeneity of
regression slopes.

Linearity Between Covariates and Dependent
Variables: Pearson correlation analysis revealed
significant linear correlations (p < 0.05) between
pretest and posttest scores for all three variables: ego
strength, distress tolerance, and irrational beliefs.
Thus, the linearity assumption is satisfied.

Table 1 presents the results of the multivariate
analysis of covariance. The overall model, including
the covariates (pretest scores) and the independent
variable  (group: intervention vs.  control),
significantly explained variations in the dependent
variables. PTC had a statistically significant effect on

‘ego strength’ and ‘distress tolerance,” but not on
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‘irrational beliefs,” within the context of this sample
size and treatment implementation.

The intervention significantly increased ego strength,
F(1,28) = 3.027, p = 0.003, with a partial eta squared
of 0.295, indicating a medium-to-large effect size.
Approximately 29.5% of the observed change in ego
strength scores was attributable to the PTC
intervention. The statistical power of this result was
0.874, confirming sufficient test power.

A significant effect of the intervention was also found
for distress tolerance, F(1,28) = 5.692, p = 0.025, with
a partial eta squared of 0.185. This indicates that
18.5% of the change in distress tolerance scores could
be explained by the intervention. The statistical
power was 0.678, suggesting adequate test strength.
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For irrational beliefs, the effect of PTC was not
statistically significant, F(1,28) = 0.384, p = 0.541,
with a partial eta squared of 0.015. This indicates that
the observed changes in irrational belief scores were
not directly attributable to the intervention. While the
overall model for this variable was statistically
significant (F = 4.183, p = 0.010), the isolated effect
of the intervention group—after controlling for
pretest scores—did not reach statistical significance.
This suggests that the post-intervention changes in
irrational beliefs were primarily associated with
baseline levels rather than the direct impact of the
therapy.

Table 1. Multivariate analysis of covariance examining the effect of paradoxical therapy on ego strength, distress tolerance, and irrational
beliefs in couples experiencing marital conflict

Dependant variable Sum of Degree of Mean of F Sig. Partial Eta Observed
squares freedom squares Squared power
Ego strength and 15604 4 3901 5.923  0.002 0.487 0.960
C?T:L%C;fd Distress tolerance 1487 4 372 2964  0.039 0.322 0.708
Irrational beliefs 8582 4 2146 4.183 0.01 0.401 0.862
Ego strength and 6882 1 6882 10.448 0.003 0.295 0.874
Group Distress tolerance 714 1 714 5.692  0.025 0.185 0.631
Irrational beliefs 197 1 197 0.384 0.541 0.015 0.092
Ego strength and 16466 25 659
Error Distress tolerance 3134 25 125
Irrational beliefs 12823 25 513
Ego strength and 1208982 30
Total Distress tolerance 57625 30
Irrational beliefs 468902 30
analysis indicated that the therapeutic intervention
Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of PTC on three psychological
components—ego strength, distress tolerance, and
irrational beliefs—in couples experiencing marital
conflict. The results of the between-group effects

significantly improved both ego strength and distress
tolerance.

Paradoxical therapy can reduce psychological harm
and repair emotional bonds by fostering both
intrapersonal change and restructuring of dyadic
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interactions—an approach particularly valuable for
couples at risk of divorce.

The findings showed a statistically significant
difference between the intervention and control
groups on posttest scores of ego strength.
Approximately 30% of the variance in ego strength
was explained by the therapeutic intervention.

For distress tolerance, the intervention also had a
significant effect, accounting for roughly 20% of the
variance in posttest scores. This suggests that
paradoxical therapy effectively enhances individuals'
capacity to emotional
experiences and increase affective acceptance.

confront  unpleasant

In contrast, no statistically significant difference was
found between the groups regarding irrational beliefs.
Although it was expected that the experiential and

confrontational mechanisms embedded in

paradoxical therapy might challenge and restructure
irrational cognitions, the present study did not support
this effect.

Regarding statistical power, the power for detecting
effects on ego strength was 0.878 and for distress
tolerance was 0.639, suggesting adequate sensitivity
and sample size to detect meaningful effects.
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