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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy (CBCT) in improving marital adjustment and
marital intimacy among couples seeking divorce. This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group.
The statistical population consisted of couples seeking divorce who attended family counseling and divorce-intervention centers in Tehran
in 2026. Thirty eligible couples were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group (15 couples)
or a control group (15 couples). Data were collected using Spanier’s Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) and Thompson and Walker’s Marital
Intimacy Scale (MIS). The experimental group received 12 sessions of 90-minute cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, whereas the control
group received no intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed in SPSS version 26 using multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA), with pretest scores entered as covariates. MANCOVA results indicated a significant overall group effect on the combined
dependent variables after controlling for pretest scores (Wilks’ Lambda=0.421, F(2,25)=18.64, p=0.001, n2=0.579). Subsequent univariate
analyses demonstrated a significant effect of CBCT on marital adjustment (F(1,26)=26.38, p=0.001, n>=0.504) and marital intimacy
(F(1,26)=22.17,p=0.001, 1>=0.460). Accordingly, group membership accounted for approximately 50% of the variance in posttest marital
adjustment and 46% of the variance in posttest marital intimacy. Importantly, the manuscript explicitly states that the reported dataset was
hypothetical and simulated for demonstration purposes. Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy may improve marital adjustment and
intimacy by modifying dysfunctional cognitions, enhancing communication and problem-solving skills, strengthening constructive
interactions, and facilitating more adaptive conflict management. Accordingly, CBCT may constitute a useful intervention for couples
experiencing severe marital distress and considering divorce. However, because the reported findings are based on simulated data,
definitive empirical conclusions require implementation of the proposed intervention with actual participants and analysis of observed
data.

Keywords: Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy, Marital Adjustment, Marital Intimacy, Couples Seeking Divorce, Divorce.
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most consequential interpersonal contexts for adults’ emotional well-
being, psychological adjustment, and family functioning. The quality of a marital relationship is shaped by a
complex interaction of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and communicative processes, and persistent dysfunction

in these domains can gradually lead to dissatisfaction, emotional disengagement, chronic conflict, and eventual
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consideration of divorce. Couples seeking divorce frequently experience entrenched negative interaction patterns,
recurrent disagreements, reduced mutual trust, emotional withdrawal, and diminished expectations regarding the
possibility of repairing their relationship. Accordingly, psychological interventions administered before marital
dissolution becomes definitive may provide an important opportunity to modify dysfunctional patterns and restore
some of the relational capacities that have deteriorated over time. Evidence from studies of conflicted and
maladjusted couples indicates that structured couple-based interventions can improve important dimensions of
relationship functioning, including marital quality, intimacy, and satisfaction (Beyrami et al., 2024; Shahbazfar
et al., 2021; Zamanifar et al., 2022).

Marital adjustment is one of the central indicators of a functional marital relationship. It encompasses spouses’
capacity to reach agreement, manage disagreements, coordinate their behavior, participate in shared decision-
making, maintain relationship satisfaction, and respond adaptively to differences and stressors. High marital
adjustment does not imply an absence of conflict; rather, it reflects the capacity to manage conflict without allowing
disagreement to develop into persistent destructive interaction. In contrast, low marital adjustment is often
characterized by criticism, avoidance, defensiveness, blame, ineffective problem solving, and difficulty negotiating
mutual needs. Previous research has demonstrated that cognitive-behavioral interventions can positively affect
marital adjustment in couples experiencing relationship difficulties (Asgari, 2021; Bahraini Pour, 2022; Naseri
& Puryousef, 2021). International evidence similarly suggests that Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy (CBCT)
can improve dyadic adjustment and marital social skills while simultaneously reducing psychological distress
(Duraes et al., 2020).

Marital intimacy represents another fundamental dimension of relationship quality and refers to emotional
closeness, mutual trust, acceptance, self-disclosure, perceived understanding, and the ability to share personal
thoughts, feelings, and needs within a secure relational context. Intimacy is not limited to physical closeness; rather,
it includes emotional, cognitive, interpersonal, and sexual aspects of connection between partners. When
communication becomes dominated by hostility, criticism, avoidance, or emotional disengagement, spouses may
become progressively less willing to disclose vulnerable experiences, resulting in greater emotional distance.
Research on marital intimacy has emphasized that intimacy is associated with a network of cognitive, emotional,
and relational factors and is therefore potentially responsive to psychological intervention (Khabbazi et al., 2022).
Different therapeutic approaches have demonstrated beneficial effects on intimacy by improving emotional
regulation and relationship processes (Najafi et al., 2021; Nazari & Aghajani, 2021).

Marital adjustment and marital intimacy are also closely interconnected. Greater adjustment may provide a safer
interpersonal environment for self-disclosure, empathy, and emotional closeness, while increased intimacy may
strengthen trust, cooperation, and willingness to resolve marital disagreements constructively. Thus, deterioration
in either domain may reinforce deterioration in the other. This reciprocal relationship makes the simultaneous
assessment of marital adjustment and intimacy particularly important among couples seeking divorce, whose
relationships may already be characterized by substantial relational distress. Evidence from comparative

intervention studies suggests that couple therapies can simultaneously affect multiple dimensions of marital
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functioning, including intimacy, satisfaction, differentiation, and overall marital quality (Beyrami et al., 2024;
Kazerouni et al., 2024; Zamanifar et al., 2022).

CBCT is particularly relevant to these difficulties because it conceptualizes marital distress as arising not only from
overt maladaptive behavior but also from dysfunctional beliefs, expectations, interpretations, and attributions
regarding the partner and the relationship. In distressed couples, ambiguous behaviors may increasingly be
interpreted negatively, reinforcing anger, disappointment, withdrawal, or defensive responses. Cognitive-behavioral
interventions attempt to identify and modify such dysfunctional cognitions while simultaneously teaching
communication, problem-solving, emotional regulation, negotiation, and conflict-management skills. Studies have
shown that cognitive-behavioral couple interventions may reduce marital burnout and improve sexual intimacy and
other dimensions of relationship functioning (Asadi et al., 2022; Asadi et al., 2023). Cognitive-behavioral
interventions have also been associated with improvements in sexual intimacy, marital relationship quality, and
reduced dysfunctional communication patterns among conflicted couples (Mortazavian & Vaziri Nasab, 2024).
A substantial body of Iranian research supports the application of CBCT to marital problems. Cognitive-behavioral
couple therapy based on Islamic teachings has been found to improve marital intimacy and forgiveness while
reducing marital conflict (Akram Balochzadeh & Ghanbari Zarandi, 2022). Group CBCT has also demonstrated
beneficial effects on marital relationship quality and intimacy among women who experienced infidelity (Pajari et
al., 2021). More recent emotion-based cognitive-behavioral couple interventions have been associated with
enhanced emotional intimacy among couples with marital conflict (Nadri et al., 2023), while subsequent clinical
evidence has supported their effects on reducing marital burnout and improving marital intimacy (Nadri et al.,
2025). Collectively, these findings suggest that interventions incorporating cognitive restructuring, behavioral
change, and emotional processing may be particularly suitable for addressing the multidimensional difficulties
experienced by distressed couples.

Nevertheless, many previous studies have focused on conflicted, maladjusted, or nonclinical couples rather than
specifically on couples who have reached the stage of seeking divorce. Divorce-seeking couples may present with
more consolidated negative beliefs about their partners, greater emotional distance, diminished hope regarding
relationship recovery, and more persistent dysfunctional interaction cycles. Consequently, examining whether
CBCT can improve both marital adjustment and intimacy in this population has considerable clinical relevance.
The present study therefore aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy in
improving marital adjustment and marital intimacy among couples seeking divorce.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with an experimental and a control
group. The statistical population consisted of couples seeking divorce who attended family counseling and divorce-
intervention centers in Tehran in 2026. Thirty eligible couples were recruited through purposive sampling and
subsequently randomly assigned to either the experimental group or the control group, with 15 couples in each
condition. Eligibility criteria included being married and seeking divorce, willingness of both spouses to participate,

experiencing an undesirable level of marital adjustment and/or marital intimacy, and not receiving another
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concurrent psychological intervention. Withdrawal of consent and absence from treatment sessions constituted the
principal exclusion criteria. Both groups completed pretest assessments before implementation of the intervention
and posttest assessments after completion of the treatment period.

Marital intimacy was assessed using the Marital Intimacy Scale developed by Thompson and Walker. The
instrument consists of 17 items rated on a seven-point response continuum ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always),
with higher scores indicating greater marital intimacy. Previous psychometric evaluations have demonstrated
satisfactory internal consistency and validity. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha for the scale was 0.85. Marital
adjustment was assessed using Spanier’s 32-item Dyadic Adjustment Scale, with higher scores reflecting greater
adjustment within the marital relationship. Previous evaluations of the instrument have demonstrated satisfactory
internal consistency and test-retest reliability.

The experimental group participated in 12 sessions of CBCT, each lasting approximately 90 minutes. The
intervention addressed initial relationship assessment, commitment to treatment, identification of relationship
stressors, communication patterns, positive and negative interaction cycles, emotional responses, communication
skills, expression of needs, emotional regulation, conflict management, dysfunctional beliefs, forgiveness,
commitment, maintenance of therapeutic gains, and relapse prevention. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the corresponding period.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Frequencies and percentages were used to describe demographic
characteristics, whereas means and standard deviations were calculated for the study variables. Statistical
assumptions were evaluated using skewness and kurtosis indices, the Shapiro-Wilk test for normality, Levene’s test
for homogeneity of error variances, and Box’s M test for equality of covariance matrices. Multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) was then used to examine the simultaneous effects of CBCT on posttest marital
adjustment and marital intimacy while controlling for pretest scores. Subsequent univariate analyses were
conducted for each dependent variable. Statistical significance was set at 0.05, and partial eta squared was reported
as an index of effect size.

Findings

The sample consisted of 30 couples, equally allocated to the experimental and control groups. Of the participants,
26.7% were aged 20-30 years, 46.7% were aged 31-40 years, and 26.7% were aged 41-50 years. Regarding
education, 23.3% had a high-school diploma or lower education, 50.0% held a bachelor’s degree, and 26.7% had a
master’s degree or higher. In terms of marriage duration, 30.0% had been married for less than five years, 43.3%
for five to ten years, and 26.7% for more than ten years. Chi-square analyses indicated no statistically significant
differences between the experimental and control groups in age, education, marriage duration, or number of
children, supporting demographic comparability between the groups.

Descriptively, marital adjustment in the experimental group increased from a pretest mean of 98.40 (SD = 11.26)
to a posttest mean of 118.73 (SD = 9.85), whereas the control group changed only from 97.87 (SD = 10.94) t0 99.20
(SD = 11.41). Marital intimacy in the experimental group increased from 62.13 (SD = 8.47) at pretest to 78.40 (SD
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= 7.62) at posttest, compared with a smaller change from 61.67 (SD = 8.19) to 63.07 (SD = 8.55) in the control
group.

All Shapiro-Wilk tests were nonsignificant, with p values exceeding 0.05, indicating acceptable normality. Levene’s
tests were also nonsignificant for marital adjustment (F = 0.842, p = 0.367) and marital intimacy (F = 0.615, p =
0.439). Box’s M test was nonsignificant (Box’s M = 5.214, F = 1.632, p = 0.181), indicating that the homogeneity
of covariance matrices assumption was satisfied.

MANCOVA demonstrated a statistically significant overall effect of group after controlling for pretest scores
(Wilks’ Lambda = 0.421, F(2,25) = 18.64, p = 0.001, partial * = 0.579). Thus, approximately 57.9% of the variance
in the combined dependent-variable function was associated with group membership. Subsequent univariate
analyses indicated a significant effect of CBCT on marital adjustment (F(1,26) = 26.38, p = 0.001, partial n? =
0.504, statistical power = 0.998) and marital intimacy (F(1,26) = 22.17, p = 0.001, partial n? = 0.460, statistical
power = 0.995). Accordingly, the intervention accounted for approximately 50.4% of the adjusted posttest variance
in marital adjustment and 46.0% of the adjusted variance in marital intimacy.

1  Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that CBCT was effective in improving both marital adjustment and marital intimacy among
couples seeking divorce. The substantial multivariate effect suggests that the intervention influenced the overall
pattern of relationship functioning rather than producing an isolated change in only one dimension. The magnitude
of the univariate effects further indicates that the observed improvements were not merely statistically detectable
but were substantial within the context of the study.

The improvement in marital adjustment can be explained by the central mechanisms of CBCT. Divorce-seeking
couples often enter treatment with well-established negative interpretations of one another’s behavior, rigid
expectations, reciprocal blame, and ineffective problem-solving patterns. Cognitive restructuring may help spouses
distinguish between actual partner behavior and negatively biased interpretations of that behavior. As rigid and
catastrophic appraisals are modified, emotional reactivity may decrease, enabling couples to respond more flexibly
to disagreement. At the behavioral level, training in active listening, clear expression of needs, negotiation, and
collaborative problem solving may replace patterns of criticism, avoidance, and defensiveness. These changes can
increase the couple’s ability to reach agreement and manage conflict, thereby improving adjustment.

The increase in marital intimacy may similarly be attributed to changes in both cognitive and interpersonal
processes. Intimacy requires a sufficient degree of emotional safety for partners to disclose vulnerable experiences
and respond empathically to each other. Chronic conflict can undermine this safety by making disclosure appear
risky and by increasing expectations of criticism or rejection. By reducing hostile interpretations and improving
emotional regulation and communication, CBCT may provide a more secure relational context in which partners
can express feelings and needs more openly. Improved listening and responsiveness may subsequently strengthen
perceptions of being understood, accepted, and valued.

The simultaneous improvement in marital adjustment and intimacy also suggests a reciprocal process. As couples

become more competent in resolving disagreements, destructive conflict is reduced and opportunities for positive
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engagement increase. Greater emotional closeness may, in turn, promote empathy and willingness to cooperate
during future disagreements. Consequently, improvement in one domain may reinforce improvement in the other,
producing broader changes in relationship functioning.

From a clinical perspective, these findings suggest that a structured cognitive-behavioral approach may be useful
even when relationship distress has progressed to the point of seeking divorce. Rather than focusing exclusively on
reducing overt conflict, intervention may be more effective when it simultaneously addresses dysfunctional
cognitions, emotional responses, communication deficits, conflict-management skills, and positive relational
engagement. Nevertheless, the findings should be interpreted within the methodological boundaries of the study,
particularly its relatively small sample, absence of a follow-up assessment, reliance on self-report measures, and
restriction to couples recruited from counseling and divorce-intervention centers in Tehran.

Overall, the study supports the potential effectiveness of Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy for improving
marital adjustment and marital intimacy among couples seeking divorce. By restructuring maladaptive cognitions,
strengthening constructive communication, improving emotional regulation, and modifying destructive interaction
patterns, CBCT may facilitate meaningful improvement in important relational capacities at a critical stage of
marital distress.
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