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Background: Marital relationships constitute one of the most important contexts for emotion regulation, the development of
trust, and the experience of emotional intimacy, and disturbances in these domains play a fundamental role in couples’
conflicts. Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) and Gottman Couple Therapy are among the most widely used
evidence-based approaches for improving marital functioning. However, few studies have examined the comparative and
simultaneous effectiveness of these two approaches.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy and Gottman Couple
Therapy in improving self-soothing, marital trust, emotional intimacy, and emotional bank account.

Methods: This study employed a single-case experimental design. The study population consisted of couples who referred to
the Shohada-e Sadat Counseling Center in Tehran, from whom four couples were selected through convenience sampling and
received interventions based on Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy and Gottman Couple Therapy. Data were collected
during the baseline, intervention, and two-month follow-up phases using the Emotional Divorce Scale (Gottman, 1994),
Marital Trust Scale (Rempel & Holmes, 1986), Emotional Intimacy Scale (Schaefer & Olson, 1981), Emotional Bank Account
Scale (Gottman & Silver, 2017), and a self-soothing index. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 26 and included
the Reliable Change Index, effect size, percentage of improvement, and mixed regression analysis to examine changes in the
level and trend of the dependent variables.

Results: The findings indicated that both Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy and Gottman Couple Therapy were effective
in improving self-soothing, marital trust, emotional intimacy, and emotional bank account among couples. Visual analysis and
mixed regression results showed that Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy produced significant short-term improvements
across all variables and, except for self-soothing, led to sustained long-term improvements in marital trust, emotional intimacy,
and emotional bank account. In contrast, Gottman Couple Therapy was effective in the short term for all variables except self-
soothing and demonstrated significant long-term effects only for self-soothing and marital trust. Furthermore, comparisons of
effect sizes and overall improvement percentages revealed that Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy was more effective than
Gottman Couple Therapy.

Conclusion: Overall, the results suggest that although both therapeutic approaches are effective in enhancing self-soothing,
marital trust, emotional intimacy, and emotional bank account, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy demonstrates greater
effectiveness and durability. In addition to its short-term benefits, this approach yields more robust long-term outcomes,
particularly in improving trust, intimacy, and emotional bank account, whereas the long-term effects of Gottman Couple
Therapy appear to be more limited. Therefore, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy may be considered a more efficient
intervention for achieving deep and sustained improvement in couples’ relationships
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Introduction

Marriage, as one of the most significant human
bonds, plays a crucial role in emotional regulation,
psychological well-being, and the experience of
happiness. However, due to the complex and dynamic
nature of marital relationships, couples frequently
encounter emotional conflicts and tensions
(Apostolou & Wang, 2020). When couples lack
effective skills for managing these conflicts, such
challenges may lead to emotional erosion, reduced
intimacy, and eventual separation (Samadi et al.,
2022). Official statistics on marriage and divorce in
Tehran further indicate an increasing risk of marital
instability  (National Organization for Civil
Registration, 2019). According to Gottman and Silver
(2017), the majority of marital conflicts are perpetual
rather than solvable, highlighting the importance of
equipping couples with emotion regulation skills to
maintain relational health and family stability.
Within the Gottman model, one of the strongest
predictors of relationship stability is couples’
physiological reactivity during conflict, characterized
by elevated heart rate, increased stress hormones, and
activation of the fight-or-flight response (Gottman,
1993; Timmons et al., 2023). In such situations, self-
soothing emerges as a core emotion regulation
strategy  that facilitates  physiological and
psychological balance (Gottman, 2015). Alongside
self-soothing, marital trust (Rempel & Holmes, 1986)
and emotional intimacy (Schaefer & Olson, 1981) are
fundamental components of healthy marital
relationships, the disruption of which may result in
emotional injury and relational deterioration. To
protect relational bonds, Gottman introduced the
concept of the emotional bank account, emphasizing
the accumulation of positive interactions and
emotional investments in daily couple interactions
(Gottman & Silver, 2017).

Gottman Couple Therapy focuses on modifying
destructive communication patterns, enhancing
positive interactions, managing solvable and
perpetual conflicts, and strengthening the emotional
bank account, and has demonstrated substantial
effectiveness in improving marital relationship
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quality (Gottman, 2019; Afsharzadeh & Fahiz, 2025).
In contrast, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy
(EFT), grounded in attachment theory, emphasizes
the processing of primary emotions, the development
of secure attachment bonds, and the reconstruction of
emotional connections, leading to sustained
improvements in intimacy and trust (Johnson, 2016;
Wiebe & Johnson, 2016). Despite strong theoretical
and empirical support for both approaches,
comparative studies examining their simultaneous
effects on self-soothing, marital trust, emotional
intimacy, and emotional bank account—particularly
within the lIranian cultural context—remain limited.
The aim of this study is formulated through the
following research question: Do Emotion-Focused
Couple Therapy and the Gottman Couple Therapy
differ significantly in improving self-soothing,
marital trust, emotional intimacy, and the emotional
bank account of couples?

Method

The present study was applied in purpose and
employed a single-case experimental design with
pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-up to
compare the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused
Couple Therapy and Gottman Couple Therapy. Due
to practical limitations and the inability to fully
control confounding variables—particularly
conditions related to the COVID-19 pandemic—
classical experimental designs were not feasible;
therefore, a case-based design was selected as the
most appropriate methodological approach. The
study population consisted of couples who referred to
the Shohada-e Sadat Counseling Center in Tehran in
2021. Participants were selected through convenience
sampling following initial screening, attainment of
the cutoff score of 7 on the Gottman Emotional
Divorce Scale, fulfillment of inclusion criteria, and
provision of informed consent. Therapeutic
interventions were implemented based on structured
protocols of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy
(Johnson, 2012) and Gottman Couple Therapy
(Gottman & Gottman, 2013), with each therapy
session lasting approximately two hours.

Data  were  collected using  observation,
questionnaires, and document review. The research
instruments included the Gottman Emotional Divorce
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Questionnaire (1994), the Marital Trust Scale
developed by Rempel and Holmes (1986), the
Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships
(PAIR) by Schaefer and Olson (1981), a structured
self-soothing intervention based on the Gottman
approach, and the Emotional Bank Account index
derived from Gottman and Silver’s (2017)
observational coding system. The self-soothing
intervention consisted of training in diaphragmatic
breathing, progressive muscle relaxation, and guided
imagery, and its effectiveness was evaluated through
changes in dependent variables across study phases.
The emotional bank account was assessed through
observational coding of couples’ interactions during
conflict-focused discussions. Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients obtained in the present study indicated
acceptable to strong reliability, supporting the
psychometric adequacy of the instruments for data
analysis.

Results

The study sample consisted of four couples with an
equal gender distribution. Participants’ ages ranged
from 26 to 39 years, with a mean age of 30.56 years
(SD = 4.03). The duration of marriage ranged from 5
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to 12 years (M = 7.23, SD = 2.15), and the
participants’ socioeconomic status was reported as
moderate. In terms of educational level, the majority
of participants held a bachelor’s degree. All
participants remained in the study throughout the
treatment process, and no sample attrition was
observed, indicating stable participation and adequate
implementation of the therapeutic interventions.

Data analysis revealed that both Emotionally Focused
Couple Therapy and Gottman Couple Therapy were
effective in improving self-soothing, marital trust,
marital intimacy, and emotional bank account among
couples. Across all variables, changes from the
baseline to the intervention phase were statistically
significant, with 100% non-overlapping data
indicating clear treatment effects. Although clinical
improvements during the intervention phase were
limited for some variables, follow-up findings
demonstrated increased or sustained therapeutic
gains. Comparisons of overall effect sizes and
improvement percentages indicated that Emotionally
Focused Couple Therapy vyielded greater
effectiveness than Gottman Couple Therapy across
all outcome variables, while both treatment groups
demonstrated a satisfactory therapeutic alliance.

Tablel. Mixed Regression Analysis Results for the Emotionally Focused Therapy Group

. B B 95% Cl  95%ClI
VEEDE PEIEITIEER (Unstandardized)  (Standardized) - t Lower Upper
Intercept 10.453 — 0332 31512 <.001 9.737 11.170

Self- Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) -1.356 -0.923 0.372 -3.671 .003 -2.169 -0.562
Soothing Baseline Trend -0.511 -0.616 0.129 -3.969 .002 -0.789 0.154
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) -0.089 -0.080 0.157 -0.567 .581 -0.429 0.251

Intercept 49.842 — 1142 43632 <001 47.374 52.310

Marital Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) 11.278 0.765 1.281 8.804 <.001 8511 14.046
Trust Baseline Trend -0.806 -0.273 0.443 -1.818 .092 -1.763 0.152
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) 2.106 0.531 0.524 3.884 .002 0.934 3.277

Intercept 14.086 — 1.328 10.603  <.001  11.216 16.956

Marital Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) 10.421 0.659 1.490 6.995 <.001 7.202 13.639
Intimacy Baseline Trend 1.712 0.541 0.515 3.322 .006 0.599 2.826
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) -0.812 -0.191 0.631 -1.288 .220 -2.174 0.550

Emotional Intercept 27.014 — 0.904 29.897 <001  25.062 28.988
Bank Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) 11.170 0.735 1013  11.024 <001 8981 13.359
Account Baseline Trend -0.381 -0.126 0351 -1.088 297  -1.139 0.376
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) 1.731 0.424 0.429 4.037 .001 0.805 2.658

The results of the mixed regression analysis
examining changes in the level and trend of the study
variables in the Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT)
group are presented in Table 1. The findings indicate
that, given the statistically significant level changes

observed across all variable's, Emotionally Focused
Therapy was effective in producing short-term
(immediate)  improvements among  couples.
Furthermore, considering the significant trend
changes observed for all variables except self-
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soothing, EFT demonstrated sustained long-term
effectiveness over time in improving marital trust,
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marital intimacy, and emotional bank account among
couples.

Table2. Mixed Regression Analysis Results for the Gottman Therapy Group

. B B 95% Cl  95%ClI
Vel PEEIIEET (Unstandardized) (Standardized) 22 t Lower Upper
Intercept 9.835 — 0350 28.084 <001  9.078 10.591

S Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) -0.632 -0.211 0393 -1.608  .132  -1.480 0.217
eli=so0thing Baseline Trend -0.115 -0.192 0136  -0.847 412  -0409 0178
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) -0.485 -0.603 0166 -2917 012  -0.844  -0.126

Intercept 45.683 — 0.854 53503 <001 43.839  47.528

Marital Trust  Level Change (Phase 1 —2) 8.107 0.762 0958 8467 <001  6.038 10.175
Baseline Trend -0.612 -0.288 0.331 -1.846 .088 -1.327 0.104

Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) 1.562 0.547 0.405 3.853 .002 0.686 2.437

Intercept 17.914 — 0787 22755 <001 16.213  19.614

Marital Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) 7.429 0.720 0.883 8.416 <.001 5.522 9.336
Intimacy Baseline Trend 0.288 0.140 0.305 0.942 .363 -0.372 0.948
Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) 0.462 0.167 0374 1237 238  -0.345 1.269

Emotional Intercept 21.424 — 0.021 21.002 <.001 19.221 23.628
Bank Account  Level Change (Phase 1 — 2) 5.144 0.540 1144 4497 .001 2.637 7.616
Baseline Trend 1.252 0.657 0.396 3.163 .007 0.397 2.107

Trend Change (Phase 1 — 2) -0.502 -0.196 0484 -1.03 319  -1584 0.544

The results of the mixed regression analysis and marital trust. Comparisons of effect sizes further

examining changes in the level and trend of the study
variables in the Gottman Therapy group are presented
in Table 2. The findings indicate that, given the
statistically significant level changes observed for all
variables except self-soothing, Gottman Couple
Therapy was effective in producing short-term
(immediate)  improvements among  couples.
Moreover, considering the significant trend changes
observed for self-soothing and marital trust, Gottman
Couple Therapy demonstrated long-term
effectiveness over time specifically inimproving self-
soothing and marital trust among couples.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness
of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) and
Gottman Couple Therapy in improving self-soothing,
marital trust, emotional intimacy, and emotional bank
account among couples. The findings indicated that
EFT produced significant short-term improvements
across all variables and, with the exception of self-
soothing,  demonstrated  sustained  long-term
effectiveness in enhancing marital trust, marital
intimacy, and emotional bank account. In contrast,
Gottman Couple Therapy was effective in the short
term for all variables except self-soothing and showed
significant long-term effects only on self-soothing

revealed that EFT was more effective than Gottman
Couple Therapy in improving couples’ self-soothing
abilities (Johnson, 2012; Wiebe & Johnson, 2016;
Gottman & Silver, 2017).

These findings can be explained by the central role of
emotion regulation in psychological well-being and
marital relationship quality (Gottman, 2017). EFT
simultaneously focuses on couples’ emotional
experiences and interactional patterns, facilitating the
identification, acceptance, and processing of primary
emotions as well as the repair of attachment bonds
(Johnson, 2012). Previous research suggests that EFT
enhances emotional awareness, promotes the labeling
of complex emotions, and creates a secure emotional
environment for self-disclosure, thereby contributing
to improved self-soothing, marital trust, and
emotional intimacy (Daley et al., 2023; Shokrollahi et
al., 2023). Moreover, in cultural contexts where
emotional suppression is more prevalent, EFT
appears particularly effective by reducing fear of
emotional expression (Samadi et al., 2021).

In contrast, Gottman Couple Therapy emphasizes
physiological regulation, communication skills
training, conflict management, and the strengthening
of positive interactions, which plays a significant role
in enhancing marital trust and reducing relational
tension (Gottman, 1993; Gottman & Gottman, 2015).
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However, the skills-based and structured nature of
this approach may require more time and practice to
achieve deeper emotional change (Gorman, 2017
Gottman et al.,, 2019). Overall, although both
therapeutic approaches are effective in improving key
indicators of marital relationships, EFT demonstrates
greater effectiveness and durability due to its deeper
focus on primary emotions and secure attachment.
Given the study’s limitations, including a small
sample size, single-case design, and short follow-up
period, future research is recommended to employ
larger experimental designs with extended follow-up
intervals and to utilize these findings in the
development of integrative and preventive couple
therapy interventions.
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3, Physiological Arousal

4, Diffuse Physiological Arousal
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6, Defensiveness

7. Stonewalling

8, Four Horsemen

°. Emotionally Focused Therapy(EFT)
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1. Emotional Intimacy

2. Emotional Bank Account
3 Gottman Couple Therapy
4, Criticism

5, Contempt
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I, Emotional Divorce Questionnaire
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3, Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships
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1, Self-Soothing
2, Marital trust Scale
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I, Emotional Bank Account
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