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Introduction

Conflicted couples constitute one of the primary
groups seeking family counseling and couple therapy
services, with their conflicts often rooted in deeper
emotional, cognitive, and sexual layers of the
relationship rather than superficial communication
issues. Empirical evidence indicates that marital
conflict is significantly associated with reduced
sexual satisfaction and intimacy, maladaptive marital
expectations, and a weakened sexual self-concept
(Birnbaum et al., 2019; Hamidi et al., 2019). Within
the Iranian cultural context, pervasive sexual taboos,
lack of formal sexual education, and restrictions on
sexual dialogue cause many sexual problems to
remain unexpressed, manifesting instead as
emotional disengagement, sexual avoidance, or
chronic conflict. Consequently, addressing the
underlying mechanisms of sexual experience among
conflicted couples represents a critical clinical and
research priority (Latifnejad Roudsari etal., 2013;
Sheikh Ansari etal., 2021).

Among these mechanisms, sexual fantasies play a
central role as a fundamental component of human
sexual experience, contributing to emotion
regulation, sexual arousal, and meaning-making
within intimate relationships. Theoretical
perspectives conceptualize sexual fantasies as
cognitive scripts that shape marital expectations,
interpretations of a partner’s behavior, and the quality
of sexual intimacy (Hicks & Leitenberg, 2001,
Lehmiller, 2018). Adaptive fantasies aligned with
emotional needs and relational context may enhance
intimacy and sexual satisfaction, whereas fantasies
accompanied by shame, guilt, anxiety, or unrealistic
comparisons are associated with diminished
intimacy, impaired sexual self-concept, and sexual
dissatisfaction (Impett etal., 2019; Lehmiller &
Gormezano, 2023). These processes ultimately
influence the overall quality of sexual experience and
marital satisfaction (Turcotte & Rellini, 2020;
Johannesen et al., 2023).

Given the multidimensional role of sexual fantasies in
shaping cognitive, emotional, and attachment-related
dynamics, recent research emphasizes the need for
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integrative interventions capable of simultaneously
targeting these mechanisms (Gross, 2014; Lehmiller
& Gormezano, 2023). While international studies
have supported the effectiveness of interventions
focused on emotion regulation, cognitive
restructuring, sexual mindfulness, and sexual
communication training, reviews of the Iranian
literature reveal a notable scarcity of culturally
adapted, targeted interventions addressing the
regulation and modification of sexual fantasies
(Latifnejad Roudsari et al., 2013). This research gap,
particularly salient within the Iranian cultural context,
underscores the importance of developing and
evaluating culturally sensitive intervention packages.
Accordingly, the present study seeks to examine
whether a Sexual Fantasy Regulation and
Modification intervention can significantly improve
marital expectations, sexual intimacy, sexual self-
concept, and sexual satisfaction among conflicted
couples.

Method

The present study was applied in purpose and
employed a quasi-experimental design with a control
group and measurements at three time points: pretest,
posttest, and a three-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of conflicted couples who
referred to counseling and psychological service
centers affiliated with the Iranian Organization of
Psychology and the State Welfare Organization in
Kermanshah between winter 2022 and spring 2023.
The sample included 32 participants (16 couples),
selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to experimental and control groups (eight
couples each). Inclusion criteria comprised reported
marital conflict, at least one year of marital life,
informed consent, and the absence of severe
psychiatric disorders, whereas exclusion criteria
included absence from more than two sessions,
concurrent  participation in  other effective
interventions, and withdrawal from the study. Data
were collected using the Marital Expectations
Questionnaire (Park), the Multidimensional Sexual
Self-Concept Questionnaire (Snell), the Hudson
Sexual Satisfaction Scale, and the Sexual Intimacy
Questionnaire (Batlani etal.), all of which
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demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity in
prior Iranian studies and in the present research.

Following ethical approval, the Sexual Fantasy
Regulation and Modification intervention package
was developed based on qualitative findings and a
conceptual model grounded in attachment theory and
polyvagal theory. After completion of the pretest,
participants were randomly assigned to the study
groups. The experimental group received the
integrative couple therapy—based intervention in 11
weekly 90-minute sessions, while the control group
received no intervention. Posttest assessments were
conducted immediately after the intervention, and a
three-month follow-up was administered to examine
the stability of the effects. After verifying statistical
assumptions, data were analyzed using repeated-
measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) with SPSS
version 26, with the significance level set at 0.05.

Results

An examination of demographic characteristics
indicated that the experimental and control groups
were homogeneous in terms of age range, duration of
marital life, and educational level, with no significant
differences between them. Descriptive statistics
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revealed that, in the experimental group, mean scores
for marital expectations, sexual intimacy, sexual self-
concept, and sexual satisfaction increased from
pretest to posttest and were largely maintained at the
follow-up stage, whereas only minor and mostly
decreasing changes were observed in the control
group. Assessment of the assumptions underlying
mixed-design repeated-measures ANOVA confirmed
the adequacy of linearity, approximate normality,
absence of influential outliers, and homogeneity of
between-group variances; although the sphericity
assumption was violated for all variables, this issue
was methodologically addressed using the
Greenhouse—Geisser correction. Multivariate
analysis results demonstrated a statistically
significant and very strong overall effect of the
intervention on the combined dependent variables
over time (p<0.001, n?=0.977). Overall, these
findings indicate that the Sexual Fantasy Regulation
and Modification intervention produced significant
and relatively stable improvements in marital
expectations, sexual intimacy, sexual self-concept,
and sexual satisfaction among conflicted couples
compared with the control group.

Tablel. Results of the Mixed-Design Repeated-Measures ANOVAfor Marital Expectations, Sexual Intimacy, Sexual Self-Concept, and
Sexual Satisfaction in the Experimental and Control Groups

Dependent Variable Effect df MS F p n? Power
Time (within-subjects) 2 2.51 0.303 0.740  0.010 0.096

Marital Expectations Group (between-subjects)  3048.76 1  3048.76  5.02 0.033 0.143 0.583
Group x Time 682.27 2 341.13 4115 <0.001 0.578 1.00
Time (within-subjects) 110852 2 55426  38.08 <0.001 0.559 1.00

Sexual Intimacy Group (between-subjects)  2035.04 1  2035.04  4.27 0.047 0.125 0.517
Group x Time 2271.02 2 113551 78.03 <0.001 0.722 1.00

Time (within-subjects) 740.68 2 370.34 1.68 0.194 0.053 0.342

Sexual Self-Concept Group (between-subjects)  31791.76 1 31791.76 2.66 0.113 0.082 0.353
Group x Time 8688.89 2 434444 19.80 <0.001 0.398 1.00

Time (within-subjects) 475.08 2 23754 1282 <0.001 0.299 0.996

Sexual Satisfaction Group (between-subjects) 715.04 1 715.04 0.73 0.401 0.024 0.131
Group x Time 107358 2 536.79 28.98 <0.001 0.491 1.00

The results presented in Table 1 indicate that the
pattern of change in the dependent variables over time
differed significantly between the experimental and
control groups. For marital expectations, the main
effect of time was not significant (p = 0.740), whereas
the main effect of group (p = 0.033) and, more
importantly, the Group x Time interaction were

significant (F = 41.15, p < 0.001), indicating that the
intervention significantly influenced changes in
marital expectations across the pretest, posttest, and
follow-up phases in the experimental group compared
with the control group [For sexual intimacy, the main

effects of time and group, as well as the Group x Time
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interaction, were all statistically significant (p <
0.05), with large effect sizes (n? up to 0.722),
reflecting a strong impact of the intervention on
enhancing sexual intimacy among couples.
Regarding sexual self-concept, neither the main effect
of time nor the main effect of group was significant;
however, the Group X Time interaction was
significant (F = 19.80, p < 0.001), suggesting a
meaningful improvement in sexual self-concept in the
experimental group relative to the control group over
time .Similarly, for sexual satisfaction, the main effect
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of time and the Group x Time interaction were
significant (p < 0.001), whereas the main effect of
group was not significant (p = 0.401). This pattern
indicates that increases in sexual satisfaction were
primarily attributable to the intervention across time.
Overall, the moderate to large effect sizes and high
statistical power across most variables confirm that
the Sexual Fantasy Regulation and Modification
intervention exerted a significant and sustained effect
on improving marital expectations, sexual intimacy,
sexual self-concept, and sexual satisfaction among
conflicted couples.

Table2. Bonferroni Post Hoc Comparisons of Pretest, Posttest, and Follow-Up Scores

Variable

Comparison Groups Mean Difference

Standard Error  Sig.

Pretest — Posttest
Pretest — Follow-up
Posttest — Follow-up

Pretest — Posttest
Pretest — Follow-up
Posttest — Follow-up

Pretest — Posttest
Pretest — Follow-up
Posttest — Follow-up

Pretest — Posttest
Pretest — Follow-up
Posttest — Follow-up

Marital Expectations

Sexual Intimacy

Sexual Self-Concept

Sexual Satisfaction

6.37 1.20 < 0.001
5.43 1.18 < 0.001
—-0.94 0.90 0.937
—18.43 2.03 <0.001
—16.43 2.16 < 0.001
2.00 0.69 0.033
—26.75 6.60 0.003
—25.31 6.61 0.005
1.43 1.15 0.692
—11.87 1.79 < 0.001
—11.75 2.36 < 0.001
0.13 1.28 1.000

The Bonferroni post hoc test results presented in
Table 2 demonstrate significant differences between
pretest scores and both posttest and follow-up scores
across all study variables. Specifically, marital
expectations showed significant increases from
pretest to posttest and follow-up (p < 0.001), while
the non-significant difference between posttest and
follow-up indicates stability of the intervention
effects over time. For sexual intimacy, posttest and
follow-up scores were significantly higher than
pretest scores (p < 0.001), and the small yet
significant difference between posttest and follow-up
(p < 0.05) suggests minor changes during the follow-
up period without a meaningful decline in
intervention effectiveness Similarly, sexual self-

concept demonstrated significant improvements from
pretest to posttest and follow-up, with no significant
difference between posttest and follow-up, indicating
consolidation of gains. Finally, sexual satisfaction

significantly increased from pretest to posttest and
follow-up (p < 0.001), and the absence of a significant
difference between posttest and follow-up confirms
the durability of the intervention effects. Overall, the
Bonferroni test results corroborate that the Sexual
Fantasy Regulation and Modification intervention led
to significant and relatively stable improvements in
marital expectations, sexual intimacy, sexual self-
concept, and sexual satisfaction among couples.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to develop and evaluate the
effectiveness of a Sexual Fantasy Regulation and
Reconstruction intervention package, designed based
on the lived experiences of conflicted couples and
grounded in an integrative framework encompassing
emotion regulation, cognitive restructuring, and
modification of sexual scripts. Findings from
analyses of covariance and mixed-design repeated-
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measures  ANOVA demonstrated that this
intervention produced significant and sustained
improvements across four core dimensions of marital
functioning, namely marital expectations, sexual
intimacy, sexual self-concept, and sexual satisfaction.
The observed reduction in maladaptive marital
expectations in the experimental group is consistent
with previous Iranian studies (Mousavi & Dehshiri,
2015; Kaklian etal., 2023) as well as sociocultural
analyses of the contemporary Iranian family
(Kazemipour, 2021), highlighting the role of
modifying dysfunctional mental images and fantasies
in narrowing the gap between idealized expectations
and lived relational experience.

The significant and stable enhancement of sexual
intimacy and sexual self-concept aligns with both
national and international research emphasizing the
importance of emotional safety, self-disclosure, and
cognitive—emotional processes in sexual functioning
(Etemadi etal., 2006; Moeinzadeh, 2019; Hamidi
etal., 2019; Tabatabaei etal., 2024; Gottman &
Gottman, 2017; Frederick etal., 2017; Matyaser
etal., 2022; Guion et al., 2022, 2023). These findings
suggest that unregulated, shame-based sexual
fantasies may constitute a central barrier to sexual
intimacy and the development of a positive sexual
self-concept. By reducing sexual shame, normalizing
fantasy experiences, facilitating emotional and sexual
self-disclosure, and reconstructing threatening mental
imagery, the intervention enhanced emotional
security, bodily acceptance, and healthier narratives
of sexual identity—mechanisms strongly supported
by emotion regulation theory and sexual mindfulness
models (Gross, 2014; Pichutto, 2023).

Finally, the sustained increase in sexual satisfaction
observed in the experimental group is consistent with
prior evidence indicating that sexual satisfaction
emerges from the dynamic interplay of emotional,
cognitive, and relational factors (Salari etal., 2022;
Ahmadian & Haghighat, 2020; Perel, 2006;
Birnbaum et al., 2019). Overall, the findings support
an integrative intervention model based on four
interconnected mechanisms: emotion regulation,
cognitive restructuring, sexual script modification,
and enhancement of sexual communication (Porges,
2007; Wetzel et al., 2025). Despite limitations such as

Vol. 25, No. 160, 2026

a small convenience sample, reliance on self-report
measures, and a relatively short follow-up period, the
large effect sizes indicate robust intervention
efficacy. Future research employing larger and more
diverse samples, longer follow-up intervals, and
comparative designs across therapeutic approaches is
recommended to further establish the durability and
clinical applicability of this intervention.
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3. mindfulness-based sexuality
6, somatic psychotherapy
7. imago relationship therapy
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1. integrative couples therapy

2, emotion-focused therapy (EFT)

3, internal family systems therapy (IFS)
4, polyvagal-informed therapy
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2, marital expectations scale
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I, minnesota multiphasic personality inventory-2 restructured form
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1. multidimensional sexual self-concept questionnaire
2. Hudson sexual satisfaction scale
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