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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of paradox therapy in reducing alexithymia and post-traumatic stress in women affected
by extramarital relationships. This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population comprised women affected by extramarital relationships who attended psychology clinics affiliated
with the Welfare Organization in Tehran from February to March 2025. Thirty eligible women were selected through purposive sampling
and randomly assigned to an experimental group (n=15) and a control group (n=15). The experimental group received a six-session
paradox therapy intervention based on Besharat’s protocol, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using
the Toronto Alexithymia Scale, the post-traumatic stress questionnaire, and the Attitudes Toward Infidelity Scale. Data were analyzed in
SPSS version 25 using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons. The timexgroup interaction was
significant for alexithymia (F=52.189, p<0.001, 1>=0.651) and post-traumatic stress (F=30.130, p<0.001, 1>=0.518). In the experimental
group, alexithymia significantly decreased from pretest to posttest (MD=16.400, p<0.001) and follow-up (MD=15.867, p<0.001). Post-
traumatic stress also significantly decreased from pretest to posttest (MD=5.933, p<0.001) and follow-up (MD=5.467, p<0.001).
Differences between posttest and follow-up were nonsignificant for alexithymia (p=1.000) and post-traumatic stress (p=0.740), indicating
maintenance of treatment effects. No significant changes were observed across measurement stages in the control group. Paradox therapy
appears to be an effective intervention with sustained effects for reducing alexithymia and post-traumatic stress symptoms among women
affected by extramarital relationships. Accordingly, it may be considered a useful therapeutic approach in psychological and counseling
services for women experiencing the psychological consequences of marital infidelity.

Keywords: Paradox Therapy, Alexithymia, Post-Traumatic Stress, Extramarital Relationships, Women.
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Introduction

Extramarital relationships constitute one of the most challenging interpersonal events within marital life and can
substantially undermine trust, emotional security, intimacy, and the continuity of the marital bond. Infidelity is not
restricted to sexual involvement outside marriage but may encompass emotional, physical, virtual, or concealed
relational involvement that violates the explicit or implicit boundaries established between partners. Contemporary
research has emphasized the multidimensional nature of infidelity and demonstrated that its meaning and
consequences are shaped by interpersonal, cultural, social, and gender-related factors (Weiser et al., 2023;
Wroéblewska-Skrzek, 2021). Empirical and analytical studies have also highlighted the complexity of
extramarital-affair patterns and the need to understand them beyond single-factor explanations (Song &
Nadarajah, 2022). In addition to its adverse consequences for marital stability, infidelity may be associated with
severe couple conflict, emotional disruption, and, in some circumstances, domestic violence (Agboola & Ojo,
2022). Accordingly, preventing and managing the psychological consequences of marital infidelity has become an
important concern in family and clinical psychology (Vahidnia et al., 2022).

For the partner who has been betrayed, discovering an extramarital relationship may represent a profound disruption

of previously held assumptions concerning trust, safety, attachment, self-worth, and the predictability of the marital
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relationship. Such an experience may provoke intense anger, sadness, anxiety, humiliation, intrusive thoughts,
uncertainty, and persistent preoccupation with the circumstances surrounding the betrayal. Among the
psychological constructs that may intensify difficulty in processing such an experience, alexithymia is particularly
important. Alexithymia is characterized by difficulties in identifying and describing feelings and by an externally
oriented style of thinking. It is closely associated with deficiencies in emotion processing and regulation rather than
merely a limited emotional vocabulary (Preece et al., 2023). Research has further demonstrated significant
associations between alexithymia and maladaptive cognitive emotion-regulation strategies (Luo et al., 2022),
suggesting that individuals with higher alexithymia may experience greater difficulty managing distressing
emotional events.

Alexithymia may have especially important implications within intimate relationships because successful marital
interaction requires the ability to identify one's own emotional states, communicate them to a partner, and
understand the emotions expressed by the other person. Previous findings have demonstrated a relationship between
alexithymia and marital intimacy, indicating that impaired emotional awareness and dysfunctional reactions may
undermine closeness and adaptive interpersonal functioning (Zakeri & Rezaei, 2022). Alexithymia has also been
identified as an important psychological variable linking internal relational patterns with somatization and other
psychological symptoms (Doustmohammadi et al., 2022). Moreover, worry, rumination, and alexithymia have
been associated with broader psychological vulnerability (Ebrahimpour et al., 2022). Therefore, women exposed
to marital infidelity who have difficulty recognizing, differentiating, and expressing complex emotional experiences
may be particularly vulnerable to prolonged distress.

Evidence nevertheless suggests that alexithymia and related emotion-processing difficulties are modifiable through
psychological interventions. Autobiographical memory specificity training has been shown to improve emotion
regulation and reduce alexithymia (Nazari Fardouei et al., 2022), while cognitive-behavioral interventions have
also demonstrated effectiveness in reducing alexithymia and maladaptive rumination (Masouri & Bayat, 2023).
These findings support the premise that interventions targeting the individual's relationship with emotions, thoughts,
and distressing experiences may contribute to improvements in emotional awareness and regulation.

Another clinically important consequence of marital betrayal is post-traumatic stress. Although infidelity is
experienced differently across individuals, the discovery of betrayal may function as an intensely destabilizing
interpersonal event. Women affected by an extramarital relationship may repeatedly recall the betrayal, become
highly vigilant toward potential signs of further deception, avoid reminders of the event, experience intrusive images
or thoughts, and demonstrate elevated physiological and emotional arousal. Difficulties in emotion regulation and
alexithymia may further interfere with the adaptive processing of such experiences. Consequently, interventions
capable of reducing experiential avoidance, increasing perceived control, and modifying the individual's response
to unwanted thoughts and emotions may have particular clinical relevance.

Paradox therapy represents one such intervention. Paradoxical psychotherapy is based on the premise that excessive
attempts to suppress, control, or eliminate distressing symptoms may inadvertently maintain or intensify them.

Rather than entering into a direct struggle with unwanted thoughts, feelings, or behaviors, the client is encouraged
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to engage with them deliberately, systematically, and within a defined therapeutic framework. Through paradoxical
prescriptions and scheduled tasks, experiences previously perceived as uncontrollable may become deliberate and
manageable, thereby weakening avoidance and reducing the perceived threat associated with symptoms (Besharat,
2023).

A growing body of research supports the effectiveness of paradox therapy across different psychological problems.
Paradoxical timetable therapy has shown beneficial effects on anxiety sensitivity and attentional focus in individuals
with social anxiety disorder (Babaei et al., 2023), as well as on symptoms among women with generalized anxiety
disorder (Peymanpak et al., 2023). It has also demonstrated favorable effects on symptoms and defense
mechanisms in individuals with social anxiety (Nikan et al., 2021). Furthermore, paradox therapy has reduced
anger rumination in individuals experiencing anxiety related to COVID-19 (Etesamipour & Ramezanzadeh
Moghadam, 2023) and negative emotions in women with body dysmorphic disorder (Mahboubi et al., 2024).
Evidence also suggests that paradox therapy may facilitate broader emotional and psychological adaptation.
Paradoxical couple therapy has been associated with reduced marital conflict and improved emotion regulation
among distressed couples (Chitgarzadeh et al., 2023). Similarly, paradoxical timetable therapy has improved
emotional self-regulation and family adaptability among women experiencing marital conflict (Hashemizadeh et
al., 2024). Recent findings further indicate that paradox therapy may improve emotional expressivity and decrease
self-critical rumination among married women with high anxiety (Hosseinpour Kahvaz et al., 2026), while
improvements in emotion regulation and reductions in psychological distress have also been reported in clinical
populations (Bahadori et al., 2026).

Another potential mechanism underlying these effects is enhancement of ego strength. Paradox therapy has been
associated with increased ego strength across different populations, including nurses (Taghilou et al., 2023),
women with spinal cord injury (Tahernejad Jozam et al., 2022), mothers of premature infants (Saeidinejad et
al., 2024), and patients with diabetes (Rafizadeh et al., 2026). Moreover, improvements in internal cohesion and
ego strength have been observed among individuals with panic disorder following paradox therapy (Najafi
Dehaghani et al., 2024). Because women affected by infidelity may experience a profound loss of psychological
stability and perceived control, strengthening these capacities may contribute to better management of trauma-
related and emotional symptoms.

Despite these promising findings, limited empirical attention has been devoted to the simultaneous effects of
paradox therapy on alexithymia and post-traumatic stress among women specifically affected by extramarital
relationships. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of paradox therapy in reducing
alexithymia and post-traumatic stress among women affected by extramarital relationships.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The statistical population consisted of women affected by extramarital relationships who sought
psychological services at clinics affiliated with the Welfare Organization in Tehran between February and March

2025. Thirty eligible women who were willing to participate were recruited through purposive sampling and
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subsequently randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group.
The primary dependent variables were alexithymia and post-traumatic stress, which were assessed at pretest,
posttest, and two-month follow-up.

Data were collected using the Attitudes Toward Infidelity Scale, the 20-item Toronto Alexithymia Scale, and the
post-traumatic stress questionnaire employed in the study. The Toronto Alexithymia Scale assesses difficulty
identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking, with higher total scores
indicating greater alexithymia. The post-traumatic stress measure consisted of 21 items, with higher scores
reflecting more severe post-traumatic stress symptoms.

Participants in the experimental group received paradox therapy according to a six-session intervention protocol.
The first session included orientation to the study and treatment, clarification of participants' problems and goals,
explanation of paradox therapy, and administration of the pretest. In the second session, previous assignments were
reviewed and the alternating time-management technique was introduced, with participants instructed to designate
three specific times each day for therapeutic exercises. The third session focused on reviewing implementation of
the assignments, resolving difficulties, and assessing marital conflicts. During the fourth session, previous tasks
were evaluated and the paradoxical bilateral dialogue technique was introduced. Participants practiced this
technique at predetermined times. The fifth session focused on reviewing the new assignments, resolving
implementation difficulties, and examining changes associated with the intervention. The sixth session consisted of
treatment consolidation, questions and answers, termination, and posttest administration. A follow-up assessment
was conducted two months later.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25. Repeated-measures analysis of variance was employed to examine
changes across the three assessment points and differences between the experimental and control groups.
Multivariate and univariate within-subject effects, group effects, and time-by-group interaction effects were
evaluated. Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons were subsequently used to determine the specific differences between
measurement occasions.

Findings

Descriptive analysis indicated that the two groups had relatively similar scores at baseline. In the experimental
group, mean alexithymia decreased from 72.47 at pretest to 56.07 at posttest and remained at 56.60 at the two-
month follow-up. By contrast, the control group showed minimal change, with corresponding means of 72.13,
71.40, and 71.60. For post-traumatic stress, the experimental group mean decreased from 46.27 at pretest to 40.33
at posttest and remained relatively stable at 40.80 at follow-up. The control group means were 45.93, 46.07, and
46.47, respectively.

Repeated-measures analysis demonstrated a significant main effect of time for alexithymia, F=61.133, p=0.001,
1%>=0.686, and post-traumatic stress, F=24.303, p=0.001, n*=0.465. More importantly, significant time-by-group
interaction effects were observed for alexithymia, F=52.189, p=0.001, n*=0.651, and post-traumatic stress,
F=30.130, p=0.001, n*=0.518. These findings indicated that the pattern of change over the three assessment

occasions differed significantly between the experimental and control groups. The between-subject group effect
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was also significant for alexithymia, F=15.228, p=0.001, n?>=0.352, and post-traumatic stress, F=5.066, p=0.032,
n*=0.153.

Bonferroni pairwise comparisons showed that, in the experimental group, alexithymia significantly decreased from
pretest to posttest (mean difference=16.400, SE=1.493, p=0.001) and from pretest to follow-up (mean
difference=15.867, SE=1.392, p=0.001). The difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant (mean
difference=-0.533, SE=0.662, p=1.000). Similarly, post-traumatic stress significantly decreased between pretest
and posttest (mean difference=5.933, SE=0.688, p=0.001) and between pretest and follow-up (mean
difference=5.467, SE=0.761, p=0.001), whereas the posttest-follow-up comparison was nonsignificant (mean
difference=-0.467, SE=0.394, p=0.740). No significant pairwise differences were found across measurement
occasions in the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that paradox therapy was effective in reducing both alexithymia and post-traumatic
stress among women affected by extramarital relationships, and the maintenance of these improvements at the two-
month follow-up suggests that treatment effects were not merely transient. The substantial interaction effect
observed for alexithymia indicates that the intervention produced meaningful changes in participants' capacity to
deal with emotional experiences compared with women who did not receive the intervention.

A possible explanation for the reduction in alexithymia is that paradox therapy changes the individual's relationship
with unwanted emotional experiences. Women affected by marital betrayal may attempt to suppress anger, sadness,
fear, humiliation, or intrusive thoughts associated with the event. Such persistent efforts to avoid emotional
experiences can reduce emotional clarity and strengthen the perception that feelings are uncontrollable. In paradox
therapy, distressing experiences are approached intentionally and within a planned framework. This may reduce
avoidance and facilitate greater recognition and tolerance of emotional states. As participants become less defensive
toward their internal experiences, they may become better able to identify and differentiate emotions and
consequently communicate them more effectively.

The structured therapeutic assignments may also reduce repetitive and involuntary mental preoccupation. When a
distressing thought or emotion is deliberately addressed at specified times, it may gradually lose some of its intrusive
and uncontrollable quality. This process can strengthen perceived agency and reduce the individual's dependence
on suppression or avoidance. Improved perceived control may therefore contribute to reductions in both difficulty
identifying emotions and difficulty describing them.

The reduction in post-traumatic stress can similarly be interpreted in terms of increased control and decreased
avoidance. Betrayal may leave individuals feeling that memories, thoughts, and emotional reactions occur
involuntarily and cannot be managed. Paradoxical prescriptions may transform some of these experiences from
uncontrollable events into deliberately approached experiences. Repeated, structured engagement with distress can
reduce its perceived threat and allow the individual to experience difficult thoughts and emotions without

automatically responding with avoidance.
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Another possible mechanism is enhancement of psychological coherence and ego strength. Experiencing an
extramarital relationship may destabilize assumptions concerning trust, self-worth, relationship security, and the
future. By learning that distressing reactions can be approached and managed rather than feared, participants may
regain a greater sense of internal stability and personal efficacy. This increased psychological strength may help
them tolerate reminders of betrayal and respond to distress in more adaptive ways.

The absence of significant differences between posttest and follow-up is particularly important because it suggests
that participants retained the therapeutic gains after completion of the formal intervention. The practical and task-
oriented nature of paradox therapy may help explain this maintenance. Participants acquired strategies that could
be continued independently after treatment, allowing them to apply the learned approach when distressing thoughts
or emotions re-emerged.

Overall, the present findings indicate that paradox therapy can be considered a promising brief psychological
intervention for women experiencing emotional and trauma-related consequences of extramarital relationships. By
reducing resistance to emotional experience, increasing perceived control over symptoms, strengthening
psychological coping, and modifying maladaptive responses to distress, the intervention may simultaneously
address difficulties in emotional processing and post-traumatic stress. The results therefore support the potential
application of paradox therapy in counseling and psychological services for women affected by marital infidelity.
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