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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of emotionally focused couple therapy (EFT) in reducing alexithymia and its dimensions
among couples experiencing marital conflict in Bandar Abbas. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design
with an experimental and a control group. The statistical population consisted of couples experiencing marital conflict in Bandar Abbas
during 2024-2025. Using convenience sampling and online recruitment, 30 couples were selected and assigned to an experimental group
and a control group, with 15 couples in each group. The experimental group received 12 online 60-minute sessions of emotionally focused
couple therapy based on Johnson’s protocol, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Barati
Marital Conflict Questionnaire and the Toronto Alexithymia Scale. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance and
Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons in SPSS version 24. Analysis of covariance indicated that emotionally focused couple therapy had a
significant effect on difficulty identifying feelings (F=32.817, p<0.001, n>=0.374). The intervention also produced a significant effect on
externally oriented thinking (F=27.410, p<0.001, n>=0.333). However, its effect on difficulty describing feelings was not statistically
significant (F=1.773, p=0.188, 1>=0.031). Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons further demonstrated significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in difficulty identifying feelings (MD=-5.347, p<0.001) and externally oriented thinking (MD=-5.725,
p<0.001). The largest intervention effect was observed for difficulty identifying feelings, accounting for 37.4% of the variance, followed
by externally oriented thinking, accounting for 33.3%. Emotionally focused couple therapy can effectively reduce important dimensions
of alexithymia, particularly difficulty identifying feelings and externally oriented thinking, among couples experiencing marital conflict.
Accordingly, EFT may be incorporated into couple counseling and therapeutic programs to enhance emotional awareness, facilitate
healthier emotional processing, and improve emotional interactions between partners.

Keywords: Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy, Alexithymia, Marital Conflict, Difficulty Identifying Feelings, Externally Oriented
Thinking.
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Introduction

The family constitutes one of the most fundamental social systems, and the quality of marital relationships plays an
important role in the psychological well-being, emotional security, and social functioning of its members. A
satisfactory marital relationship is generally characterized by intimacy, mutual responsiveness, constructive
communication, appropriate emotional expression, and the ability to manage disagreements effectively. Conversely,
persistent marital conflict may disrupt emotional closeness, weaken communication, increase psychological
distress, and gradually contribute to marital dissatisfaction and relational burnout. Marital satisfaction is also closely
connected with broader dimensions of subjective well-being, and factors such as sexual satisfaction can contribute
to the association between marital satisfaction and life satisfaction (Bilal & Rasool, 2020). Accordingly,
identifying psychological processes that maintain marital conflict and developing effective interventions for
conflicted couples are important priorities in couple and family psychology.

Marital conflict is a multidimensional phenomenon involving recurrent disagreements, incompatible expectations,
ineffective communication patterns, reduced cooperation, emotional reactivity, and difficulties in satisfying mutual
needs. When such conflicts remain unresolved, they may contribute to emotional distancing, marital burnout, and
eventually separation or divorce. Previous research has indicated that marital conflict is associated with
psychological and relational factors such as spiritual health, resilience, and marital burnout (Abolghasemi et al.,
2023). Similarly, marital conflicts and dysfunctional communication beliefs have been identified as relevant
predictors of marital burnout among couples seeking divorce (Esmailpour et al., 2024). Effective management
of marital disputes is therefore important for maintaining family stability (El-Habashy et al., 2024), whereas
prolonged relational difficulties may contribute to processes leading to marital dissolution (Gaspar et al., 2021).
Other evidence has also linked marital disaffection with variables such as life satisfaction and sexual self-
consciousness (Gozde & Celik, 2024).

One psychological construct that may be particularly relevant to marital conflict is alexithymia. Alexithymia refers
to difficulties in identifying feelings, difficulties in describing feelings, and a tendency toward externally oriented
thinking. Individuals with higher levels of alexithymia may experience emotions without being able to clearly
recognize, differentiate, label, or communicate them. This condition has sometimes been described as a form of

emotional blindness because affected individuals may struggle to understand and verbally represent their internal
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emotional experiences (Dania, 2025). Contemporary research has emphasized the multidimensional nature of
alexithymia and its relevance across a broad range of psychological conditions (Budiman & Imam, 2024). From
a neuroscientific perspective, alexithymia is also regarded as a complex construct involving interacting emotional,
cognitive, and neurobiological processes rather than merely a limited emotional vocabulary (Goerlich, 2018).
Such difficulties may have particularly adverse consequences within intimate relationships. Successful marital
interaction requires partners to recognize their own emotional states, communicate emotional needs, interpret the
emotional signals of their spouse, and regulate emotional responses during conflict. Alexithymia may interfere with
each of these processes. Evidence indicates that alexithymia is associated with emotion dysregulation (Gormley et
al., 2021), and associations have also been observed between alexithymia and the use of emotion-regulation
strategies (Estévez et al., 2022). More broadly, difficulties in emotion regulation have been linked with the
experience and interpretation of interpersonal conflict (Dumessa et al., 2021). Emotional functioning may become
especially important during stressful transitions in family life, as emotional states and psychopathological symptoms
can affect both partners during demanding periods such as pregnancy and the postpartum period (Forte
Camarneiro & de Miranda Justo, 2022).

The development and maintenance of alexithymic characteristics may also be related to deeper cognitive and
interpersonal patterns. A structural investigation has shown that early maladaptive schemas may predict
alexithymia, with emotional self-disclosure playing a mediating role (FaramarziRad et al., 2023). This finding is
particularly relevant to couple relationships because emotional self-disclosure is central to intimacy and attachment
security. A partner who cannot adequately identify or express fear, sadness, insecurity, or attachment needs may
instead respond through criticism, withdrawal, defensiveness, or emotional disengagement, thereby reinforcing
negative interaction cycles.

Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) is particularly relevant to these difficulties because it emphasizes
emotional processing, attachment needs, and the restructuring of maladaptive interactional cycles. Rather than
concentrating exclusively on the overt content of marital disagreements, EFT helps partners access primary
emotions, recognize underlying attachment needs, and communicate vulnerable emotional experiences in ways that
facilitate responsiveness and security. Previous studies have supported the usefulness of emotion-focused
interventions for various marital outcomes. Emotion-focused couple therapy has been associated with improved
marital intimacy and conflict resolution (Karimian et al., 2021), and comparative investigations have supported
its effectiveness in reducing marital burnout and depression (Bahrami-Moghaddam et al., 2023). Emotion-
focused therapy has likewise demonstrated beneficial effects on marital burnout when compared with schema-based
approaches (Mohaddes-Pishnamaz et al., 2023).

More recent findings continue to support the application of EFT among couples experiencing relationship
difficulties. Emotion-focused couple therapy has been reported to reduce marital conflict and improve marital
adjustment among couples attending counseling centers (Timajchi et al., 2025). It has also demonstrated
effectiveness in improving marital burnout, conflict, and intimacy among conflicted couples (Samani et al., 2026).

Research on other couple-focused treatments similarly indicates that modifying relationship processes can improve
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conflict-resolution styles (Kordovani et al., 2024), while psychological interventions targeting flexibility and
emotional self-regulation may benefit women experiencing marital conflict (Pourdel & Soudani, 2025). Taken
together, these findings suggest that interventions focusing on emotional awareness, emotional regulation,
attachment, and interactional restructuring may be especially appropriate for couples whose marital conflicts are
accompanied by difficulties in emotional processing. However, comparatively less attention has been devoted to
the direct effects of EFT on the distinct dimensions of alexithymia among conflicted couples. Therefore, the present
study aimed to determine the effectiveness of emotionally focused couple therapy on alexithymia and its dimensions
among couples with marital conflict in Bandar Abbas.

Methods and Materials

The present applied research employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with an experimental group and
a control group. The statistical population consisted of couples experiencing marital conflict in Bandar Abbas during
2024-2025. Thirty couples, equivalent to 60 individuals, were recruited through convenience sampling and online
access according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Fifteen couples were assigned to the emotionally
focused couple therapy group and 15 couples to the control group. Eligibility criteria included the presence of
marital conflict, an age difference of 3 to 10 years between spouses, a minimum educational level of high-school
diploma, an age range of 25 to 45 years, and willingness to participate. Exclusion criteria included education below
high-school diploma level, concurrent use of psychiatric medications, chronic physical illness requiring medication,
incomplete questionnaire responses, and withdrawal from the study. Data were collected using the Barati Marital
Conflict Questionnaire and the 20-item Toronto Alexithymia Scale, which assesses difficulty identifying feelings,
difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking. Cronbach's alpha coefficients obtained in the present
sample were 0.91 for marital conflict and 0.87 for alexithymia. The experimental group received 12 online sessions
of emotionally focused couple therapy, each lasting 60 minutes. The intervention progressed from assessment and
identification of negative interaction cycles to emotional exploration, recognition of attachment needs, restructuring
of interactions, strengthening emotional engagement, consolidating new responses, and reviewing constructive
relational patterns. The control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using
SPSS version 24. Descriptive statistics, the Shapiro-Wilk test, Levene's test, Box's M test, multivariate analysis of
covariance, analysis of covariance for the dependent dimensions, and Bonferroni-adjusted post-hoc comparisons
were applied. Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated a substantial reduction in total alexithymia in the experimental group, with the mean
score decreasing from 77.77+5.92 at pretest to 69.20+6.97 at posttest. In contrast, the control group's mean total
alexithymia score remained almost unchanged, changing from 79.53+5.55 to 79.47+6.82. In the experimental
group, the mean score for difficulty identifying feelings decreased from 25.90+3.50 to 21.80+3.73, whereas the
corresponding control-group score changed from 26.73+3.85 to 27.27+3.30. Externally oriented thinking decreased
from 31.97+£4.80 to 26.47+£4.64 in the experimental group, while it changed only slightly from 32.40+5.16 to
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32.30+3.81 in the control group. Difficulty describing feelings changed from 19.90+3.77 to 20.93+£2.87 in the
experimental group and from 20.40£3.11 to 19.90+3.14 in the control group.

The statistical assumptions required for covariance analysis were satisfied. Shapiro-Wilk results were
nonsignificant for alexithymia at both pretest (W=0.986, p=0.460) and posttest (W=0.982, p=0.239), supporting
normality. Levene's test was also nonsignificant (F=0.462, p=0.632), indicating homogeneity of error variances.
Box's M test yielded Box's M=7.846, F=1.234, and p=0.285, supporting equality of the covariance matrices.

After adjustment for pretest scores, the group effect on difficulty identifying feelings was statistically significant
(F=32.817, p<0.001, n?=0.374), indicating that 37.4% of the adjusted variance was associated with group
membership. The effect on externally oriented thinking was also significant (F=27.410, p<0.001, n>=0.333), with
an effect size of 33.3%. In contrast, the effect on difficulty describing feelings was not statistically significant
(F=1.773, p=0.188, 1*=0.031). Bonferroni comparisons confirmed significantly lower adjusted scores in the
experimental group than in the control group for difficulty identifying feelings (21.860 vs. 27.207; mean
difference=-5.347, p<0.001) and externally oriented thinking (26.521 vs. 32.246; mean difference=-5.725,
p<0.001). The adjusted difference for difficulty describing feelings was not significant (20.947 vs. 19.886; mean
difference=1.062, p=0.188).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that emotionally focused couple therapy was effective in modifying specific dimensions
of alexithymia among couples experiencing marital conflict. The strongest intervention effect was observed for
difficulty identifying feelings, followed by externally oriented thinking. These results suggest that the therapeutic
process helped participants become more attentive to their internal emotional experiences and more capable of
differentiating emotional states that had previously been poorly recognized. By repeatedly directing attention from
overt conflict behavior toward underlying vulnerable emotions and attachment-related needs, EFT may facilitate
greater emotional awareness and reduce reliance on externally focused interpretations of relationship events.

The reduction in externally oriented thinking is also consistent with the mechanisms emphasized within the
intervention. Conflicted couples may become preoccupied with observable behavior, accusations, factual details,
and the question of which partner is responsible for a disagreement. EFT redirects attention toward the emotional
meaning of these interactions. Participants are encouraged to explore what they feel, what attachment need is
threatened, and how defensive responses contribute to the negative interaction cycle. Repeated engagement in this
process may gradually shift cognitive-emotional processing away from a predominantly external orientation toward
greater awareness of internal emotional experience.

In contrast, difficulty describing feelings did not significantly improve. This result suggests that identifying an
emotional state and verbally articulating that state may constitute related but distinct therapeutic achievements. A
participant may become increasingly aware of fear, loneliness, anger, or insecurity without yet possessing the
emotional vocabulary, communication confidence, or interpersonal safety required to describe those experiences
accurately. Verbal expression of emotion may therefore require longer treatment, more explicit emotion-labeling

exercises, or additional communication training. The relatively short intervention period may have been sufficient
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to improve emotional recognition but insufficient to produce comparable change in the verbal representation of
emotions.

Overall, the pattern of results indicates that emotionally focused couple therapy has meaningful potential for couples
whose marital conflict is accompanied by impaired emotional processing. By improving emotional recognition and
decreasing externally oriented thinking, EFT may help partners understand both their own reactions and the
emotional dynamics underlying recurrent disagreements. Such changes can create a foundation for more responsive
communication, greater emotional engagement, and healthier interactional patterns. Nevertheless, the absence of a
significant effect on difficulty describing feelings highlights the multidimensional nature of alexithymia and
suggests that individual components may respond differently to treatment. In conclusion, emotionally focused
couple therapy appears to be an effective intervention for reducing important dimensions of alexithymia,
particularly difficulty identifying feelings and externally oriented thinking, among couples with marital conflict,
although additional or longer-term intervention may be required to improve the ability to verbally describe
emotional experiences.
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