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Introduction

Marriage is considered to be the most intimate
relationship during adulthood and the main source of
affection and support. Still, over time, love and
affection between couples gradually fade, and they
live together with a lack of love, affection and
indifference (Alaghband et al., 2020). The results of
a longitudinal study on marriage showed that marital
satisfaction decreases over time (Karney & Bradbury,
2020). Factors that reduce relationship satisfaction
include spouses' personality, reduced feelings of love
and affection, marital conflict, and emotional
indifference. This emotional indifference is known as
relationship  disengagement  (Abbasi, 2018).
Relationship disengagement is the first step in the
process that ultimately leads to marital dissolution
(Abbassi et al., 2019).

Relationship disengagement is called emotional
indifference and relational distancing. In another
definition, relationship disengagement is the gradual
loss of love, and emotional indifference towards the
spouse (Callaci et al., 2021). Barry et al. (2008)
operationalized the concept of relationship
disengagement as a unique construct consisting of
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral components.
The emotional and affective components of
relationship disengagement are defined as marital
disaffection, emotional  disengagement, and
emotional indifference, and the cognitive and
behavioral components include cognitions and
behaviors efforts to increase the physical or
psychological distance from the spouse (Abbasi &
Alghamdi, 2017; Abbasi et al., 2018; Callaci et al.,
2021).

Few English studies have tried to investigate the
factors affecting relationship disengagement. Barry et
al. (2008) tried to provide a theoretical consensus
regarding the relationship disengagement. Iranian
studies have only conducted on the component of
emotional disengagement, i.e., marital disaffection,
emotional divorce, and couple burnout.

The results of several studies show the upward trend
of divorce in recent decades in Iran, while the
marriage rate is decreasing (Hooshmandi et al.,
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2019). Relationship satisfaction is associated with
lower blood pressure, lower mortality, marital
satisfaction, and life satisfaction (Lyvers et al., 2022).
An important issue is choosing the effective treatment
for couples experiencing relational distress. A study
that comprehensively and systematically conducted
couple  therapy  methods on relationship
disengagement and highlighted the findings of these
studies have been neglected and its necessity is felt.
Identifying, evaluating, and summarizing these
studies, provides more access to evidence-based
couple therapy methods that are effective on the
Iranian population, and it is possible to decide to
choose an effective treatment for distressed couples.
Therefore, this systematic review study, identifies the
evidence-based couple therapy methods in
relationship disengagement. Therefore, the current
research sought an answer to the question, which
couple therapy methods have been conducted on
relationship disengagement in Iranian studies in the
last two decades?

Method

This study was conducted according to the PRISMA
2020 Checklist recommendations for systematic
review. The statistical population included all clinical
trial articles and the effectiveness of couple therapy
methods that were published in Persian journals
between 2003 and 2022. We performed a literature
search using SID, Maglran, and Ensani databases
with the search terms "couple therapy”, "marital”,
"effectiveness”, "couple”, "clinical trial”, "emotional
divorce”, "marital burnout”, "marital disaffection”,
and "marital frustration".We selected this strategy to
identify couple therapy methods for disengaged
couples. A broad search strategy was chosen owing
to the variation in terminology surrounding this topic.
The inclusion criteria included the following: The
study should include investigating the effectiveness
of a couples therapy approach to target emotional
divorce, burnout, frustration, and marital disaffection.
The method should be in the form of randomized
clinical trial designs, quasi-experimental or semi-
experimental studies, and single-case experimental
designs; Studies have been published in Farsi.
Exclusion criteria included: lack of access to the full-
text of the studies, studies conducted on individuals,
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studies whose quality was not suitable according to
the criteria considered, conference studies, letters to
the editor. Studies that did not address our research
question were excluded. Studies identified by the
search strategy were initially screened by title and
abstract.

The review was conducted independently by
researchers using a standard data extraction form. The
quality of the published articles was assessed based
on the criteria of Gifford et al. (2007).

Results

Our search strategy identified 23 studies and once
duplicates were removed, and a total of 3278 studies
were available for screening. Screening excluded 15
studies that were conducted on patients with chronic
disease and mental severe disorders. Full-text review
of 75 studies resulted in the further exclusion of 47.
Because they did not meet our study design criteria
(i.e. not mentioning the source of the couples therapy
protocol, lack of access to the original treatment
protocol, and the implementation of treatment on
married women). In total, with assessing the quality
of the remaining studies, 23 studies were included in
our analysis (Figure 1).

Two included studies used the single-case study
design, and 22 studies used the semi-experimental
method and all included studies conducted on the
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subjects of married couples. In included studies, the
majority of them focused on the concept of couple
burnout (n=12), emotional divorce (n=6), marital
boredom (n=5), and marital disaffection (n=1).

| Identification of Farsi studies via databases |
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Figure 1. Study selection process

Table 1. The effect of couple therapy methods on relationship disengagement in the reviewed studies

Main categories Frequency of studies

Sttudies

Couples Therapy Based on Choice

Theory/Reality Therapy E

SN

Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy

Cognitive Behavioral Couple Therapy

Acceptance and Commitment therapy
The Guttman Method
Schema therapy/Emotional Schema
therapy
Integrative Behavioral Couple Therapy
Self-Regulated Couple Therapy
Imago Realtionship Therapy
Mindfulness-Based Interventions
Solution-Focused Brief Therapy
Transactional Analysis Therapy (Eric
Berne)

Dialectical Behavior Therapy
Positivity
Narrative Therapy

P RFRPEFEP P PN D DO W

Ghazanfari et al., (2018), Jafarimanesh et al., (2020), Sodani et al.,
(2017), Masoud Maydanchi et al., (2020), Mollajafarlou et al., (2022)
Hatami et al., (2021), Heidarpour Eskandari et al., (2022), Mohammadi

et al., (2019), Masoud Maydanchi et al., (2020)

Rajabpour & Nejat (2019), Mohammadi et al., (2017), Mollajafarlou et

al., (2022)

Arianfar & Rasouli (2019), Moghim et al., (2022), Najarasl et al., (2021)

Havassi et al., (2017), Fotohi et al., (2018)
Asgari & Goodarzi (2018), Moghim et al., (2022)

Hashemi & Eyni (2020), Panahi et al., (2018)
Ahmadi et al., (2016), Habibalah Zadeh et al., (2020)
Mohannaee et al., (2019), Nazarpour et al., (2019)
Heidarpour Eskandari et al., (2022), Salehpour et al., (2020)
Arianfar & Rasouli (2019)

Soodaniet al., (2017)

Habibalah Zadeh et al., (2020)
Najar Asl et al., (2021)
Fotohi et al., (2018)
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Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to investigate couple
therapy methods on relationship disengagement
through a systematic review. The concept of
relationship disengagement includes emotional,
affective, cognitive and behavioral components. The
emotional components of which are investigated in
Persian studies (i.e. emotional divorce, marital
boredom, couple burnout, and marital frustration,
marital disaffection). Most of the included studies
conducted on the sample of divorce subjects and
clients referring to counseling clinics and
psychological services. The research findings
revealed the effectiveness of couples therapy models.
The results of the review of the studies revealed that
some models of couple therapy in Iran are used more
than others in the relationship disengagement. Most
of the studies were conducted on couples therapy
based on choice theory/reality therapy, emotionally
focused couple therapy, acceptance and commitment-
based and cognitive-behavioral couple therapy. The
fewest studies conducted were on methods such as
dialectical behaviour therapy, solution-focused brief
therapy, and narrative therapy (n=1). This finding
shows that the following approaches are based on
strong evidence and are most effective in the Iranian
subjects. In total, in this review study, 23 studies
related to the effect of couple therapy methods on
emotional divorce, marital boredom, couple burnout,
and marital disaffection.

This research had some limitations, the most
important of which is the lack of access to the full text
of some related studies. It is suggested that more
research be conducted on relationship disengagement
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and all its dimensions including emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral. Considering the negative effects of
relationship disengagement, it is suggested that more
research be conducted on the design and
implementation of interventions on relationship
disengagement in disengaged couples. Also, to
prevent relationship disengagement, it is suggested
that seminars, courses, and educational and
therapeutic workshops for couples be held.
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