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Background: The phenomenon of marital infidelity is a painful experience for the partner, which is
associated with decreased psychological health and can lead to suffering and fear of intimacy. Despite
examining the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and cognitive behavioral couple therapy on
the psychological problems of women affected by infidelity, there is a research gap in this field
regarding the comparison of its effectiveness on the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy of
women affected by infidelity.

Aims: The study was conducted to compare the effectiveness of an intervention programs for
extramarital relationships based on emotion-focused therapy(EREFT) and cognitive behavioral
couple therapy(CBCT) on the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy in women affected by
infidelity.

Methods: This semi-experimental study utilized a pretest-posttest design with a control group and a
two-month follow-up. The statistical population included all women affected by infidelity who were
referred to Tohid, Ershad, and Zeytoon counseling centers in Isfahan. Using convenience sampling,
45 women were selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and a control group (15
women in each group). The first experimental group was given an intervention program EREFT
(Karimi et al., 1403), and the second experimental group was given CBCT (Gorjian-Mahlabani et al.,
1402) in 9 sessions, 90 minutes once a week. In order to collect data, the tools of the Suffering
Perception Scale (Schulz et al., 2010) and the Fear of Intimacy Scale ((Deschottner & Thelen, 1991)
were used. Data analysis was conducted using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS24.

Results: The results of the study showed that both intervention programs were effective in reducing
the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy in women affected by infidelity, and their
effectiveness was stable over time(p< 0.001). Also, comparing the two programs indicated that the
EREFT was more effective on the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy in women affected by
infidelity (p< 0.001).

Conclusion: Based on the findings of the study, it can be concluded that, given the greater
effectiveness of the intervention program EREFT, this treatment method can be used as a selective
treatment to reduce the psychological problems of women affected by infidelity.
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Introduction

Infidelity in marital relationships is one of the most
challenging and influential issues in the lives of
couples that can undermine the foundations of trust,
intimacy, and communication (Kanani & Alijani,
2022). Despite the social unacceptability of infidelity,
this phenomenon is widespread in the world today
(Asvadi, Bakhshipour & Razavizadeh Tabadkan,
2023). In this regard, studies have shown that spouses
affected by their spouse’s infidelity experience long
periods of emotional, psychological, and physical
suffering, depression, and anxiety (Asgari, Azizi
Ziabari, Asadi & Hosseinae, 2022). Psychologists
define suffering as a state of intense sadness and
distress associated with events that threaten the
individual's wholeness and cause a decrease in the
quality of life through physical, psychological,
existential, family concerns, or health-related
problems (Yar Mohammadi Vasel, Jokar, Farhadi &
Zoghi Paydar, 2020).

Another harm of infidelity in couples' relationships is
the fear of intimacy (Nilsson, Maitland, & George,
2023). Research shows that intimacy among couples
is an important factor in creating stable marriages,
and avoiding intimate relationships is one of the
factors that leads to issues such as marital infidelity
(Pananakhonsab, 2019). Today, many intervention
programs have been used to reduce the post-traumatic
problems of women affected by infidelity (Asvadi et
al., 1402). In this regard, the research background in
various studies has confirmed the effectiveness of
cognitive behavioral therapy and emotion-focused
therapy in the psychological problems of couples
affected by infidelity; However, considering the
cultural and religious differences in our country and
the different psychological effects and consequences
of infidelity, developing an intervention program for
extramarital relationships focused on emotion and
comparing its effectiveness with cognitive behavioral
couple therapy can be of great importance in reducing
the harm caused by extramarital relationships and
filling the research gap in this field to find a specific
treatment. Therefore, the present study seeks to
answer the question of whether there is a difference
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between the effectiveness of an intervention program
for extramarital relationships focused on emotion and
cognitive behavioral couple therapy on the perception
of suffering and fear of intimacy in women affected
by infidelity?

Method

The research method was a semi-experimental study
with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up with a control
group. The study population included women
affected by infidelity who were referred to counseling
centers in Isfahan in the spring quarter of 1403.
Among the women affected by infidelity, 45 were
selected through convenience sampling and then
randomly assigned to three groups of 15, including
two experimental groups (intervention in extramarital
relationships focused on emotion and cognitive
behavioral couple therapy) and a control group. The
study entry criteria included informed consent to
participate, an age range between 25 and 45 years, at
least one week and a maximum of three months since
infidelity, no psychological or psychiatric disorders,
and having a high school diploma. The study's exit
criteria included failure to cooperate in the study and
absence from more than two sessions. The research
instrument was the Schulz et al. (2010) Perception of
Suffering Scale and the Fear of Intimacy Scale
(Descutner & Thelen, 1991), which were
administered to the subjects in three stages: pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up. The first experimental group
was administered the intervention program for
extramarital relationships based on emotion-focused
therapy (Karimi, Khoshakhlagh, Foruzandeh, & Zare
Neyestanak, 1403), and the second experimental
group was administered Dattilio Cognitive
Behavioral Couple Therapy, adapted from Gorjian
Mehlabani, Sheykholeslami, Kiani & Rezaeisharif's
(2023) study in 9 sessions, 90 minutes once a week
by the researcher, while no intervention was
performed on the control group. In the statistical
analysis of the data, at the descriptive level, the mean
and standard deviation were used, and at the
inferential level, after examining the normality of the
data distribution and examining the assumption of
sphericity through the Mauchly test, analysis of
variance with repeated measures was used.
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Results

The mean and standard deviation of age in the
intervention program for extramarital relationships
based on emotion-focused therapy group was 33.67 +
3.56, in the cognitive behavioral couple therapy group
it was 34.37 = 4.59, and in the control group, it was
32.55 + 3.32. Before conducting the test, its main
assumptions were reviewed and confirmed. Table 1
shows the results of the repeated measures analysis of
variance.

According to Table 1, in the between-subjects effects,
the main effect of the group was significant in the
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research variables (P<0.001). The results showed that
45.9% of the individual differences in the perception
of suffering and 43.3% in the fear of intimacy were
related to the differences between the three groups.
The results of the within-subjects effects also showed
that the main effect of time and the interaction effect
of time and group were significant (P<0.001). The
interaction effect shows that the trend of changes in
the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy in the
three groups' pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages
is significantly different.

Table 1. The results of the repeated measures ANOVA.

Variable Effect Source Sum of Squares Df Mean of Squares F p n2
_ Within-subject ) Time 4697.437 1.276 3681.720 370.324  <0.0001  0.898
Perception of Time x Group 2586.474 2/552 1013.603 101.95 <0.0001  0.829
Suffering . Group 5349.881 2 2674.941 17.828 <0.0001  0.459
EEEET- S B Error 6301.778 42 150.042
Within-subject ) Time 3680.533 1.051 3500.606 175.46 <0.0001  0.807
Fear of Time x Group 2671.822 2.103 1270.604 63.689 <0.0001  0.752
Intimacy Between- subject Group 5050.844 2 2525.422 16.068 <0.0001  0.433
Error 6601.156 42 157.170
Table 2. The result of the Bonferroni test
Variables Groups Mean difference p
EREFT-CBCT -8.378 0.007
Perception of Suffering EREFT-Control -154 0.0001
CBCT-Control -7.022 0.028
EREFT-CBCT -7.822 0.015
Fear of Intimacy EREFT-Control -14.978 0.0001
CBCT-Control -7.156 0.029

According to the results of Table 2, there is a
significant difference between the effectiveness of the
two intervention methods on the perception of
suffering and fear of intimacy, and the effectiveness
of the intervention program for extramarital
relationships based on emotion-focused therapy is
greater. Also, both interventions have a significant
effectiveness on the research variables compared to
the control group.

Conclusion

The present study was conducted to compare the
effectiveness of the intervention program for
extramarital relationships based on emotion-focused
therapy and cognitive behavioral couple therapy on
the perception of suffering and fear of intimacy of
women affected by infidelity. The results showed that
the intervention program for  extramarital

relationships based on emotion-focused therapy has a
significant effect on the perception of suffering and
fear of intimacy of women affected by infidelity. In
explaining this finding, it can be said that during
treatment, facilitating the processing of emotions in a
safe context creates healthier interaction patterns that
reduce suffering, increase intimacy, and create a
satisfying relationship. Therefore, it is expected that
by increasing the positive experiences of couples, the
feeling of intimacy in their relationship will also be
strengthened, and their perception of suffering will be
reduced.

The results also showed that cognitive-behavioral
therapy was effective in reducing the perception of
suffering and fear of intimacy. In explaining these
results, it can be said that in this intervention, women
affected by infidelity were educated about the
destructive role of avoidance in maintaining stress
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disorder and communication disorders, and
communication skills, and they realized how the role
of posttraumatic stress weakens communication and
intimacy. Also, clients became aware of the beliefs
that played a role in maintaining signs of damage or
communication incompatibility, and by resolving
interpersonal conflicts through training in techniques
such as problem-solving, stress coping skills,
communication skills, and empathy, they were helped
to face the problem and suffering appropriately
caused by infidelity.

Regarding the greater effectiveness of the
intervention program for extramarital relationships
based on emotion-focused therapy, on the perception
of suffering and fear of intimacy, it can be said that
this program, as a specialized intervention tailored to
the needs and problems of women affected by
infidelity, has been able to play a more
comprehensive and specific role in improving
relationships, reducing fear of intimacy, and reducing
the suffering caused by infidelity by providing
effective programs. Among the limitations of the
study is the limitation of the statistical population of
the study to women affected by infidelity in Isfahan,
and the sampling method was available. Therefore, it
is suggested that such a study be conducted using a
random sampling method on women and men
affected by infidelity in other cities and compared
with the results of this study.
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I, Cognitive behavioral couple therapy
2. Rumination
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1. Scale of Experience and Perception of Suffering
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