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Background: Marital incompatibility is associated with increased anxiety and attachment avoidance
and decreased emotional intimacy, which increases the need for couple therapy. Despite this, there
is a gap in research on the effect of compassion-focused couple therapy on attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, and emotional intimacy in incompatible couples.

Aims: The aim of present study was determining the effectiveness of compassion-focused couple
therapy on marital attachment and emotional intimacy of incompatible couples.

Methods: The design of the current research was semi-experimental, of pre-test-post-test type with
a control group. The statistical population was all incompatible couples who referred to Sifa, Behin
and Hamraz centers of counseling and psychological services of Khorramabadcity in 2023. A sample
of 20 couples was placed in two experimental and control groups using the purposive sampling.
Couples were evaluated based on Spouse Attachment Styles Questionnaire (Kianzadeh, 2018) and
Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (Schaefer and Olson, 1981) in two stages of pre-
test and post-test in both groups. The experimental group received compassion-focused couple
therapy over eight 60-minute sessions. Analysis of covariance and SPSS version 27 software were
used for data analysis.

Results: The findings of the present study showed that compassion-focused couple therapy was
effective in reducing attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance, as well as increasing the
emotional intimacy of incompatible couples (p<0.01).

Conclusion: According to the findings, compassion-focused couple therapy, emphasizing empathy
and compassion with oneself and one's spouse, interaction based on compassion with one's spouse,
problem-solving-based confrontation with marital challenges and problems, acceptance of oneself
and one's spouse with all points strength and weakness and compassionate words and behavior
improve attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance and emotional intimacy of incompatible couples.
Therefore, compassion-focused couple therapy can be used to improve attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, and emotional intimacy in incompatible couples.
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Introduction

Marital incompatibility means marital dissatisfaction,
lack of happiness, lack of agreement in decisions,
inappropriate  communication between couples.
Incompatible couples usually experience a lot of
marital conflict. Conflicting and chaotic relationships
of incompatible couples not only harm their marital
relationship, but also cause discouragement from
married life and thoughts related to divorce (Jaafari,
Haji Hosseini and Ghobari Bonab, 2017). Attachment
anxiety is a condition in which couples have a less
positive view of them, often doubt their own worth as
a spouse, and blame themselves for their partner's
lack of responsiveness. On the other hand, attachment
avoidance is a condition in which couples do not feel
the need for close relationships and tend to avoid
intimacy, hesitate to invest in romantic relationships,
and have the lowest level of commitment (Bender &
Ingram, 2018). Emotional intimacy is closeness,
similarity, and a romantic or emotional personal
relationship with another person that is worthy of a
deep understanding of the other person's thoughts and
feelings, which is used as a source of similarity and
closeness (Yoo, Bartle-Haring, Day & Gangamm,
2014; Rahimi & Mousavi, 2020). Compassion-
focused therapy encourages individuals to acquire
compassion motivation and practice compassionate
behaviors (Leaviss & Uttley, 2015). Compassion-
focused couple therapy is effective in establishing and
maintaining communication, the ability to accept
defects and differences in the parties, the ability to
express positive emotions in relation to the spouse
and the stability of the marriage. The effectiveness of
compassion-focused therapy in the individual and
marital domain has been investigated, and findings
have shown that compassion-focused therapy
improves emotional intimacy (Serpa, Bourey,
Adjaoute & Pieczynski, 2021), reducing marital
conflicts (Nabavi, Shahbazi & korai, 2021),
improving emotional self-regulation and emotional
processing (Damavandian, Golshani, Saffarinia &
Baghdasarians, 2022; Nojavan Kanmiran, Soleymani
& lIssazadegan, 2023) and repairing insecure marital
attachment (Khajeh, Farhadi, & Aghaei, 2022,
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Finlay-Jones, Xie, Huang, Ma, & Guo, 2018) in
individuals and couples. The current research has
addressed the component of emotional intimacy in
incompatible couples, while few researches have
specifically addressed the component of emotional
intimacy and most researches have evaluated marital
intimacy in general. In addition, the findings of the
current research can help institutions in charge of
family and marriage in expanding the use of effective
couple therapies, including compassion-focused
couple therapy. Therefore, the present study was
conducted with the aim of determining the
effectiveness of compassion-focused couple therapy
on marital attachment and emotional intimacy of
incompatible couples.

Method

The present research method was a semi-
experimental pre-test and post-test type with a control
group. The statistical population was all incompatible
couples who referred to Sifa, Behin and Hamraz
centers of counseling and psychological services of
Khorramabadcity in 2023. The number of 20
incompatible couples selected based on using the
targeted manner from the available type (Based on
confirming the existence of marital incompatibility
between couples according to the opinion of the
center's couple therapist) and assigned in a simple
random manner based on the table of random
numbers into two groups of 20 people experinment
(compassion-focused couple therapy) and control.
Then, the members of the experimental group
received compassion-focused couple therapy for
eight sessions, one 60-minute session per week. All
participants in the research (experimental and control
groups) completed the research tools (Spouse
Attachment Styles Questionnaire and Personal
Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships) on two
occasions (pre-test and post-test). After the
completion of eight couples therapy sessions for the
experimental group (compassion-focused couples
therapy group), the members of both groups
(experimental and control) were exposed to the post-
test using research tools. It should be noted that the
current research has the ethics approval code number
IR.IAU.D.REC.1402.047 from the Research Ethics
Committee of Islamic Azad University, Dezful
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Branch. In the current research, descriptive statistics
including mean and standard deviation were used for
data analysis, and analysis of covariance was used in
the inferential statistics section according to the
research question. Also, the data were analyzed using
SPSS27 statistical software.
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Results

20 incompatible couples participated in this study. In
order to investigate the effectiveness of compassion-
focused couple therapy on attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance and emotional intimacy, a
univariate covariance test was used. The results of
this test are shown in the following tables:

Table 1. The results of covariance analysis to compare attachment anxiety in experimental and control group

Source of changes  sumofsquares  df  mean of squares [F P Effect size
Pre-test 12 1 A2 .04 .87 .001
Group 786.01 1 786.01 126.34 .001 .76
Error 124.42 37 5.26 - - -
Total 984.14 39 - - - -

Table 2. The results of covariance analysis to compare attachment avoidance in experimental and control group

Source of changes  sum of squares df mean of squares F P Effect size
Pre-test 3.63 1 3.63 45 51 .06
Group 1236.29 1 1236.29 247.16  .001 .88
Error 142.17 37 4.62 - - -
Total 1397.21 39 - - - -

Table 3. The results of covariance analysis to compare emotional intimacy in experimental and control group

Source of changes  sum of squares  df  mean of squares F P Effect size
Pre-test .36 1 .36 A1 .78 .001
Group 610.63 1 610.63 17192  .001 .86
Error 120.18 37 4.06 - - -
Total 775.67 39 - - - -

Based on the results obtained in the above tables and
considering the lower average scores of the
compassion-focused couple therapy group in the
post-test of attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance, as well as the higher average scores of the
compassion-focused couple therapy group in the
post-test of emotional intimacy, it can be concluded
that compassion-focused couple therapy is effective
and has led to the reduction of attachment anxiety and
attachment avoidance, as well as increasing the
emotional intimacy of incompatible couples
participating in the research.

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to determine the
effectiveness of compassion-focused couple therapy
on marital attachment and emotional intimacy in
incompatible couples. The results showed that
compassion-focused couple therapy had a significant
effect on improving marital attachment and its
dimensions (attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance) and emotional intimacy in incompatible

couples. In compassion-focused therapy, people learn
to accept themselves as they are, have a
compassionate view of themselves, and value and
respect themselves (Irons & Ladd, 2017). This causes
incompatible couples not to avoid their spouse based
on the idea that they are not a valuable and acceptable
person, or not to develop attachment anxiety based on
this view. Instead, they communicate with their
spouse based on secure attachment and away from
attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety. On the
other hand, in compassion-focused therapy, people
learn that each person has both strengths and
weaknesses that can affect their lives, and that others
also have problems and these problems can affect the
way they communicate and interact with others
(Gilbert, 2014). Awareness of these facts has made
incompatible couples not to expect too much from
their spouse and to accept her with limitations and
weaknesses, and this has influenced the increase of
their emotional intimacy with their spouse. The
present study showed that compassion-focused
couple therapy leads to more sharing of feelings and
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emotions and positive self-disclosure of incompatible
couples in the form of an intimate relationship and is
a suitable method for couples with attachment anxiety
and attachment avoidance. Therefore, couple
therapists can use this method of couple therapy along
with other methods, use couple intervention to
improve marital attachment and emotional intimacy
of incompatible couples.
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