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Background: Low self-differentiation and high marital burnout are core, interrelated problems in
couples on the verge of divorce. However, the comparative efficacy of modern psychological
interventions in simultaneously improving these two variables has not been sufficiently investigated.
Therefore, this study compares the impact of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on these outcomes.

Aims:This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy
(EFCT) and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on self-differentiation and marital burnout
among couples on the verge of divorce.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a three-month
follow-up and a control group. The statistical population consisted of all couples seeking services at
the Shiva Counseling Center in Tehran during the first six months of 2024. From 91 screened couples,
33 were randomly assigned to three groups (11 couples each). The experimental groups received
Johnson's (2004) EFCT and Gharat's (2012) ACT, respectively, in nine 90-minute sessions. Data
were collected using the Differentiation of Self Inventory (Skowron & Friedlander, 1998) and the
Marital Burnout Questionnaire (Pines, 1996). Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of variance
(mixed ANOVA) and Bonferroni post-hoc tests via SPSS-26.

Results: The results indicated that both interventions significantly improved self-differentiation and
reduced marital burnout (p<0.05). However, EFCT demonstrated significantly higher efficacy
compared to ACT (p<0.004). The effect size for EFCT was significantly larger for both self-
differentiation (n*>=0.684) and marital burnout (n*=0.782). The effects of both interventions remained
stable at the three-month follow-up.

Conclusion: Based on the results, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy can be recommended as a
preferred intervention for couples on the verge of divorce in counseling centers and psychological
service settings. By focusing on emotional authenticity and attachment, this approach can effectively
enhance self-differentiation and reduce marital burnout, thereby helping to prevent the escalation of
conflicts and the occurrence of divorce.
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Introduction

The family, as the fundamental unit of society, relies
on healthy marital relationships for its stability and
continuity. However, evolving social structures and
industrialization have posed significant challenges to
family foundations, leading to a global increase in
marital conflicts and emotional estrangement—a
trend also evident in Iran (Pope & France, 2022;
Koew et al, 2023). Marital burnout, a key
manifestation of psychological distress, is
characterized by a gradual erosion of affection and
interest between spouses, often resulting in
emotionally distant relationships and, ultimately,
divorce (Momi, 2025). Concurrently, low self-
differentiation—the impaired ability to maintain
emotional autonomy while fostering intimacy—is a
critical factor in marital maladjustment. This deficit
predisposes individuals to heightened emotional
reactivity, identity instability, and greater
psychological distress, thereby increasing their
vulnerability to persistent conflict, burnout, and
divorce (Meghana & Simon, 2024).

Among therapeutic interventions, Emotionally
Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT), a short-term,
attachment-based approach developed by Johnson
and Greenberg (1985), focuses on reprocessing
fundamental emotions and restructuring negative
interaction patterns to foster secure bonds (Greenman
& Johnson, 2022). In contrast, Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), a third-wave
behavioral therapy, targets cognitive and behavioral
dimensions by promoting psychological flexibility,
acceptance of difficult experiences, and action
aligned with shared values (Jones et al., 2022). While
research supports the efficacy of EFCT in improving
self-differentiation (Asgari et al., 2022; Chang, 2020)
and reducing marital burnout (Park et al., 2017), as
well as the effectiveness of ACT on the same
variables (Esmaeili & Parvar, 2025; Kim et al., 2025),
a direct comparison of their effectiveness for couples
on the verge of divorce remains unexplored. This
study aims to fill this gap by comparing the efficacy
of EFCT and ACT on self-differentiation and marital
burnout in this critical population.
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Method

This study employed a quasi-experimental design
with a pretest-posttest control group and a three-
month follow-up. It compared the efficacy of EFCT
and ACT on self-differentiation and marital burnout
among couples on the verge of divorce. Participants
were 33 couples (66 individuals) from the Shiva
Counseling Center in Tehran, selected through
purposive sampling based on cutoff scores from the
Skowron and Friedlander Self-Differentiation
Inventory (scores<91) and the Pines Marital Burnout
Measure (scores>105). Inclusion criteria were: age
20-55 years, a minimum of three years of marriage,
and commitment from both spouses to participate
simultaneously. Eligible participants were randomly
assigned to one of three groups: EFCT, ACT, and a
wait-list control group (n=11 couples).

Both interventions comprised nine weekly 90-minute
sessions. The EFCT protocol, based on Johnson's
(2004) model, focused on identifying negative
interaction cycles, accessing underlying emotions and
attachment fears, and creating secure emotional
bonds. The ACT protocol, adapted from Ghahari
(2012) and McKay et al. (2012), targeted creative
hopelessness, mindfulness, cognitive defusion,
values clarification, and committed action. Outcome
measures included the Self-Differentiation Inventory
(Cronbach’s o = .72—.99) and the Marital Burnout
Measure (Cronbach’s o = .72—.90), with reliability
coefficients calculated for the present sample.

Data were collected at baseline, post-intervention,
and at the three-month follow-up. A mixed-model
analysis of variance with repeated measures was used
to analyze between-group differences while
controlling for baseline scores. Methodological rigor
was maintained through random assignment,
standardized protocols, and controlled conditions.
Exclusion criteria included missing more than two
sessions or having a psychological disorder requiring
other interventions. This design enabled a systematic
comparison of how these distinct therapeutic
approaches impact relationship functioning in
distressed couples.
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Results

This study examined 33 divorce-seeking couples
(mean age=33.9 £ 1.3 years) who were randomly
assigned to one of three conditions: Emotionally
Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT), Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT), or a wait-list control
group (n=11 couples per group). The groups were
homogeneous at baseline with respect to age, marital
duration, and scores on all outcome measures (all *p*
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>.05). All statistical assumptions for the mixed-
design analysis of variance (ANOVA) were met.

A mixed-model ANOVA with repeated measures
revealed significant main effects for time and group,
as well as significant time x group interaction effects
for all components of self-differentiation and all
dimensions of marital burnout (all*p*<.001). These
findings indicate that changes in the dependent
variables over time differed significantly depending
on the treatment condition.

Table 1. Key Repeated Measures ANOVA Results for Primary Outcomes

Component Sources of changes F p-value Partial n?
Self-Differentiation Total Time 39/42 <0/001 0/562
Group 58/36 <0/001 0/684
TimexGroup 25/18 <0/001 0/456
Marital Burnout Total Time 92/45 <0/001 0/824
Group 75/36 <0/001 0/782
TimexGroup 58/72 <0/001 0/736
Bonferroni post-hoc tests confirmed that at post-test, (p<0.001). Crucially, EFCT  demonstrated

both interventions were superior to the control group

significantly greater efficacy than ACT.

Table 2. Bonferroni Post-Hoc Comparisons Between Groups at Post-test

Mean Std. t

The three-month follow-up
effects. For self-differentiation, EFCT showed a

Group Component Stage Comparison Difference Error (df=10) p-value
. i Pretest - Posttest 28/05 3/85 9/49 <0/001

cror Self-Differentiation Total oot~ Follow-up ~ 3/00 105 2/86  0/030
Marital Burnout Total Pretest - Posttest -31/90 3/85 -8/29 <0/001

Posttest - Follow-up 2/20 1/50 1/47 0/500
. L Pretest - Posttest 17/50 3/85 4/57 <0/001

ACT Self-Differentiation Total b ot Follow-up 255 185  1/38  0/600
Marital Burnout Total Pretest - Posttest -18/00 3/85 -4/68 <0/001

Posttest - Follow-up 2/10 1/80 1/17 0/001

. i Pretest - Posttest 2/40 3/85 0/62 0/001

contral Self-Differentiation Total = /ot - Follow-up ~ 0/30 105 0/29  0/001

Marital Burnout Total Pretest - Posttest 28/05 3/85 -0/21 0/001

Posttest - Follow-up 3/00 1/05 1/60 0/500

Note: EFCT = Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy; ACT = Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.

indicated sustained

self-differentiation and reducing marital burnout

among divorce-seeking couples, with benefits

significant continued increase from post-test to
follow-up (Mdiff=+3.00, p=0.030), while ACT's
increase was not significant (p=0.600). For marital
burnout, both groups maintained their post-test gains
with no significant regression (EFCT: p=0.500; ACT:
p=1.000), confirming treatment stability.In summary,
while both EFCT and ACT were effective, EFCT
proved significantly more efficacious in enhancing

persisting at follow-up.

Conclusion

This study compared the efficacy of Emotionally
Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) and Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on self-
differentiation and marital burnout in divorce-seeking




Journal of

couples. The findings align with and extend the
existing literature.

Both interventions significantly improved self-
differentiation, a result consistent with prior studies
(Asgari et al., 2022; Jafari et al., 2018; Chang, 2020;
Ratgiber et al., 2019). EFCT demonstrated greater
and more durable efficacy at follow-up. This outcome
can be explained through the lens of attachment
theory (Chang, 2020). EFCT directly repairs insecure
attachment patterns, creating the secure emotional
base necessary for sustainable self-differentiation
(Ratgiber et al., 2019). While effective through
enhancing psychological flexibility (Borjali et al.,
2024), ACT may require a more stable relational
foundation for its individually focused skills to yield
optimal long-term differentiation in severely
distressed couples.

Regarding marital burnout, both therapies led to
significant reductions, supporting previous findings
(Park et al., 2017; Greenberg, 2017; Borjali et al.,
2024; Jafari Manesh et al., 2020; Kim et al., 2025).
EFCT showed a stronger short-term effect by directly
targeting the negative interaction cycles and
emotional disconnection central to burnout
(Greenberg, 2017; Johnson et al., 2023). Its
mechanisms involve rebuilding attachment bonds and
fostering shared emotional regulation, replenishing
depleted emotional resources (Park et al., 2017).
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Conversely, ACT’s effectiveness stems from
reducing experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion;
it teaches couples to accept difficult emotions and
engage in values-based actions, thereby mitigating
chronic relational stress (Borjali et al., 2024; Kim et
al., 2025). By the follow-up assessment, both
approaches were equally effective in maintaining
lower burnout levels, indicating that ACT’s skill-
based approach can achieve comparable long-term
resilience.
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