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Background: Infertility, as a stressful condition, can significantly affect emotion regulation and the
quality of marital relationships. In this regard, Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and
Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT) have emerged as modern psychotherapeutic approaches that
emphasize improving emotion regulation and enhancing marital relationships. However, limited
research has compared the effectiveness of these two approaches in infertile women.

Aims: The present study aimed to compare the effects of group counseling based on ACT and CFT
on emotion regulation and marital relationship quality in infertile women.

Methods: This semi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a control group and
one-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of all infertile women in Bojnord city in
2023. From this population, 45 women were purposefully selected and randomly assigned to three
groups: two experimental groups and one control group (15 participants per group). The experimental
interventions, ACT and CFT, were implemented in eight 120-minute sessions for the experimental
groups. The research instruments included the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John,
2003) and the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1988). Data were analyzed using descriptive
statistics and repeated measures ANOVA via SPSS 20 software.

Results: The results indicated that the effects of time, group, and the interaction between time and
group were all statistically significant (p< 0.001). Pairwise comparisons revealed significant
differences between the ACT and CFT groups in post-test scores of emotional reappraisal and
emotional suppression, with ACT having a greater impact. However, there was no significant
difference between the two groups in marital relationship quality (p> 0.001). Furthermore, both
experimental groups showed significant improvements compared to the control group in emotional
reappraisal, emotional suppression, and marital relationship quality (p< 0.001).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that group counseling based on ACT and CFT can effectively
improve emotion regulation and marital relationship quality in infertile women. These approaches
may help mitigate the psychological and familial consequences of poor emotion regulation and low
marital relationship quality, potentially reducing the likelihood of conflicts and divorce.
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Introduction

Infertility is recognized as a global social and public
health issue, significantly affecting individuals’
quality of life, mental health, marital satisfaction, and
family relationships (Lee et al., 2021). Common
emotional responses to infertility include shock,
sadness, depression, anger, and despair. It often leads
to a loss of self-esteem, self-confidence, and a sense
of control (Vanderburgt & Wiens, 2018). Research
suggests that women tend to experience higher levels
of stress than their husbands in the absence of
children (Donarelli et al., 2012; Kim et al., 2018).
Infertile individuals often endure intense emotional
distress upon receiving a diagnosis (Vital et al.,
2017).

Emotion regulation processes are critical components
of psychological interventions for infertile
individuals. Emotion regulation refers to the capacity
to monitor, evaluate, understand, and modify
emotional reactions in ways that support healthy
functioning (Losada-Baltar et al., 2021). It involves
behaviors, skills, or strategies—whether conscious or
unconscious, spontaneous or deliberate—used to
manage emotional experiences and states (Shriver et
al., 2021). Furthermore, the high levels of negative
emotions and stress experienced by infertile women
can adversely affect their marital relationships, often
resulting in conflict (Yasa et al., 2019).

Although medical interventions offer significant help
in treating infertility, studies indicate that these
treatments can exacerbate stress. The high financial
cost of infertility treatments can leave patients feeling
hopeless and helpless, while the side effects of
medications may lead to anxiety, depression, mania,
irritability, and sleep disturbances. Acceptance and
Commitment  Therapy (ACT) posits that
psychological distress arises from the interaction
between language and human perception. It
emphasizes controlling verbal events instead of direct
behavioral actions. The goal of ACT is to enhance
psychological flexibility, enabling individuals to live
in alignment with their core values. Psychological
flexibility involves a set of adaptive, flexible, and
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creative responses to personal experiences (Marino et
al., 2021).

Additionally, the challenging  psychological
conditions associated with infertility may stem from
self-criticism, lack of compassion, and a harsh inner
dialogue, which can also exacerbate these conditions.
Compassion-focused therapy, which is another
approach explored in this study, has gained increasing
attention as a key resource for mental health.
Compassion fosters loving behaviors, facilitates
connection, security, and support, and mitigates
suffering (Gilbert, 2010). The aim of compassion-
focused therapy is to help individuals respond to self-
criticism with self-kindness and compassion.

This study aims to answer the following question: Is
there a difference in the effectiveness of Acceptance
and Commitment Therapy (ACT) and Compassion-
Focused Therapy (CFT) on emotion regulation,
psychological capital, and marital relationship quality
in infertile women?

Method

This study employed a semi-experimental design
using a pre-test, post-test, and follow-up approach
with a control group. The statistical population
consisted of all infertile women in Bojnord city in
2023. A sample of 45 eligible infertile women was
selected through purposive sampling based on
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Participants were
randomly assigned to two experimental groups (ACT
and CFT) and a control group, with 15 individuals in
each group.

Data analysis included descriptive statistics (mean
and standard deviation) and inferential statistics to
validate assumptions regarding the normality of score
distribution (Kolmogorov-Smirnov test),
homogeneity of variances (Levene’s test), and
sphericity (Mauchly’s test). The equality of
covariance and variance matrices was also assessed.
Repeated-measures ANOVA with Bonferroni post
hoc tests was conducted using SPSS version 20.

Results

The average ages of participants in the ACT, CFT,
and control groups were 39.2 £ 8.55 years, 41.4 £
6.14 years, and 42.5 + 5.04 years, respectively. The
comparison of age averages across the three groups
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showed no significant differences, indicating that age
did not serve as a confounding variable.

The comparison of means across different
measurement stages revealed that the emotional
reappraisal dimension and marital relationship
quality increased in the ACT and CFT groups during
the post-test phase and demonstrated relative stability
during the follow-up phase. Regarding the emotional
suppression dimension, the means in both
experimental groups decreased during the post-test
phase and showed relative stability in the follow-up
phase.

To perform parametric tests, such as repeated
measures analysis, the necessary assumptions must
be met. Before conducting the tests, the distribution
characteristics of the scores were examined. The
results of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated that
the statistics for emotional reappraisal, emotional
suppression, and marital relationship quality across
the three groups were not significant (p > 0.05). Thus,
the assumption of normality was confirmed (p-
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values: 0.11, 0.15, and 0.15 for reappraisal,
suppression, and marital quality, respectively).
Additionally, the assumptions of homogeneity of
variances (Levene’s test: F= 0.04, p= 0.95 for
reappraisal; F= 1.34, p= 0.27 for suppression;
F= 0.51, p= 0.60 for marital quality), equality of
covariance matrices (M Box test: F= 23.28, p= 0.07
for reappraisal; F= 21.10, p= 0.09 for suppression;
F=21.10, p= 0.09 for marital quality), and sphericity
(Mauchly’s test: W= 0.77, p= 0.16 for reappraisal,
W= 0.82, p= 0.12 for suppression; W= 0.02, p= 0.11
for marital quality) were all met.

Furthermore, Wilks” Lambda test showed significant
multivariate effects, indicating differences across at
least one variable among the measurement stages
within the groups (p< 0.001). Specifically, the results
demonstrated that there were significant multivariate
differences across at least one comparison (p< 0.001)
for emotional reappraisal (Wilks’ Lambda= 0.37,
p< 0.001), emotional suppression (Wilks’ Lambda=
0.42, p< 0.001), and marital relationship quality
(Wilks” Lambda= 0.37, p< 0.001).

Table 1. Analysis of variance with repeated measures related to in-group and out-group effects

Variables Source of change sum of squares df mean square F sig
Time 1100/193 2 550/096 32/34 0/001
Cognitive reappraisal Group 982/415 2 491/207 6/54 0/001
Time & group 480/56 4 120/141 7/06 0/001
Time 488/193 1/45 334/90 37/04 0/001
Cognitive inhibition Group 404/19 2 202/096 9/49 0/001
Time & group 339/67 2/91 116/51 12/88 0/001
Time 3076/044 1/51 2029/99 55/5 0/001
Quality of relationships Group 6060/13 2 3030/06 5/5 0/001
Time & group 3790/35 3/03 1250/7 34/19 0/001

Table 1 presents the results of repeated-measures
ANOVA, showing that the time effect was significant
for the variables of emotional re-evaluation and
marital relationship quality (p < 0.001). Significant

differences were observed across the three stages of
measurement for these variables and their
dimensions.

Table 2. Pairwise comparison of experimental and control groups in the three stages of measurement in the variable of emotion regulation
and relationship quality

Variable level

(compassion focused -control)

(acceptance commitment - control)

(Acceptance Commitment
- Compassion Focused)

mean difference sig mean difference sig mean difference sig
Emotional reappraisal Post test 6.2 0.02 6.8 0.005 -5.6 0.02
Follow up 6.2 0.024 3.8 0.28 -2.4 0.85
Emotional inhibition Post test -3.4 0.008 -6.83 0.001 -3.33 0.009
Follow up -3.53 0.03 -6.6 0.001 -3.2 0.05

Quality of relationships Post test 17.93 0.004 22.2 0.001 4.26 1
Follow up 20.4 0.001 26.6 0.001 5.66 0.83
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The one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) showed
that there were no significant differences among the
three groups in the pre-test phase for the dimensions
of emotional reappraisal, emotional suppression, and
marital relationship quality (p> 0.05). However, in
the post-test and follow-up phases, the results
indicated that at least two groups differed
significantly. To identify the exact pairwise
differences, the Bonferroni test was subsequently
conducted.

The data in Table 2 revealed significant differences in
emotional reappraisal among the three groups in the
post-test phase. At this stage, the ACT group
demonstrated a greater positive impact compared to
the CFT group, and both ACT and CFT groups
showed significantly greater effects compared to the
control group. In the follow-up phase, however, no
significant differences were observed between the
ACT and CFT groups or between the ACT and
control groups. Nonetheless, the CFT group still
showed a significant difference compared to the
control group.

For emotional suppression, the ACT group exhibited
a significantly greater reduction compared to both the
CFT and control groups in both the post-test and
follow-up phases. Similarly, the CFT group
maintained a significant reduction compared to the
control group.

Regarding marital relationship quality, no significant
differences were found between the ACT and CFT
groups in either the post-test or follow-up phases.
However, both experimental groups (ACT and CFT)
showed significantly greater improvements compared
to the control group in both phases.

Conclusion

The findings revealed that both ACT and CFT
significantly improved emotional re-evaluation and
marital relationship quality, while reducing emotional
inhibition, compared to the control group. However,
in the follow-up phase, ACT was slightly more
effective in emotion regulation than CFT.

This can be explained by the role of emotional re-
evaluation in shaping positive and negative emotional
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experiences.  Emotional  re-evaluation  helps
individuals recognize and manage automatic,
involuntary appraisals of events, enabling them to
form more logical and voluntary evaluations
(Fletcher et al., 2014). ACT techniques, such as
cognitive defusion and psychological flexibility,
allow individuals to detach from automatic negative
thoughts and respond constructively to challenging
situations.

Compassion-focused therapy, on the other hand,
emphasizes reducing self-criticism and cultivating
kindness and empathy. By addressing the emotional
suffering associated with infertility, CFT fosters
improved marital interactions through understanding,
forgiveness, and non-vindictive behaviors. However,
CFT may be perceived as less practical by some
individuals, as its approach resembles generalized
advice that might be met with resistance.

This study is limited to infertile women in Bojnord
city, and its findings should be generalized cautiously
to other populations. Additionally, cultural and
economic variables that were not fully controlled
might have influenced the results. Future research
should address these limitations and include larger
sample sizes to validate the findings. Conducting
follow-up tests over extended periods is also
recommended to assess the long-term effects of these
interventions.
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1. Emotion regulation scale
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I, The Golombok-Rust Inventory of Marital State
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