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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of reality therapy in improving behavioral control and self-differentiation
among couples referring to counseling centers in Bandar Mahshahr. This quasi-experimental study employed an ABA single-
case design with repeated measurements. The statistical population consisted of couples attending counseling and
psychological centers in Bandar Mahshahr from August to November 2025. Four couples, comprising eight participants,
were selected through purposive sampling. Participants were evaluated during baseline, intervention, and follow-up phases.
The reality therapy intervention was based on Glasser’s protocol and focused on choice theory, basic needs, total behavior,
internal control, personal responsibility, the WDEP system, and SMART planning. Data were collected using the behavioral
control subscale of the McMaster Family Assessment Device and the Differentiation of Self Inventory. Data were analyzed
through within-condition and between-condition visual analyses, including changes in level, trend, stability, percentage of
non-overlapping data, percentage of overlapping data, and improvement percentages. Behavioral control scores decreased
across all four couples from the baseline to the intervention phase, indicating improvement because higher scores represented
poorer family functioning. The PND value was 100% and the POD value was zero for all couples. Improvement in behavioral
control ranged from 27% to 40% during treatment and from 43% to 59% at follow-up. Self-differentiation scores increased
consistently during the intervention and follow-up phases. The PND value from baseline to intervention was 100% for all
couples. Improvement in self-differentiation ranged from 26% to 59% during treatment and from 36% to 71% at follow-up.
Changes in both outcomes were consistent with the therapeutic objectives, and the intervention effects were largely
maintained or strengthened during follow-up. Reality therapy appears to improve couples’ behavioral control and self-
differentiation by promoting internal control, responsibility, self-evaluation, adaptive behavioral choices, and reduced
attempts to control one’s spouse. Therefore, it may be considered a practical intervention for strengthening marital
functioning and psychological autonomy in family counseling centers.

Keywords: Reality therapy, behavioral control, self-differentiation, couples, family counseling, choice theory.
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Introduction

The family constitutes one of the most influential interpersonal systems in shaping psychological well-being,
emotional security, social adjustment, and the quality of close relationships. Within this system, the marital
relationship serves as a central organizing structure because the quality of interaction between spouses affects not
only their own mental health but also the overall functioning of the family. Marriage is a dynamic relationship in
which individual needs, expectations, emotional patterns, social roles, cultural norms, and communication styles
continuously interact. Even when marriage occurs under relatively favorable developmental and social conditions,
its stability requires psychological maturity, effective communication, emotional regulation, behavioral flexibility,
and the ability to manage conflict constructively (Indra et al., 2023). When these capacities are insufficient,
ordinary disagreements may develop into chronic conflict, emotional withdrawal, coercive interaction, and
deterioration in marital intimacy.

Marital conflict is a multidimensional phenomenon influenced by individual, relational, and sociocultural factors.
Differences in expectations, unmet emotional needs, role distribution, economic pressures, family-of-origin
patterns, and power relations may contribute to the emergence and continuation of conflict. Sociological
explanations emphasize that marital conflict cannot be reduced to isolated disagreements between spouses because
it reflects the interaction of psychological, relational, and structural conditions (Ho, 2025). When conflict is

managed through criticism, blame, coercion, avoidance, or emotional disengagement, the marital relationship may
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gradually lose intimacy, trust, and mutual support. Persistent relational disconnection may ultimately result in
emotional divorce, a condition characterized by reduced affection, limited emotional exchange, and weakened
marital attachment (Al-Shahrani & Hammad, 2023).

Behavioral control is one of the central dimensions of family functioning. It refers to the rules, expectations, and
interactional processes through which family members regulate behavior in different situations. In healthy families,
behavioral rules are relatively clear, consistent, flexible, and appropriate to the developmental and situational needs
of family members. In dysfunctional families, control may be rigid, inconsistent, chaotic, or excessively permissive.
The McMaster model identifies behavioral control, along with problem-solving, communication, roles, affective
responsiveness, affective involvement, and general functioning, as a core dimension of family functioning (Keitner
et al., 2019). Research based on the McMaster framework indicates that dysfunction in one domain may influence
other family processes and contribute to emotional and interpersonal difficulties (Pak Giil et al., 2024). Specific
dimensions measured by the McMaster Family Assessment Device have also been associated with psychological
symptoms and may mediate the effects of broader social and family conditions (Cafio Gonzalez & Rodriguez-
Naranjo, 2024).

The McMaster model is useful not only for assessment but also for intervention. Family interventions based on this
framework aim to clarify roles, improve communication, strengthen problem-solving, and establish more adaptive
patterns of behavioral regulation. Evidence indicates that interventions grounded in the McMaster model can
improve family functioning among married couples (Pourmovahed et al., 2021). Comparative family counseling
research has likewise shown that structured family-based approaches may enhance couples’ adaptability and
relational coordination (Mehrabi et al., 2022). The application of the McMaster framework in health-related
contexts also suggests that strengthening family roles and interactional functioning can promote responsibility,
cooperation, and effective self-care (Proboningsih et al., 2025).

Self-differentiation is another important construct in marital functioning. According to Bowen family systems
theory, differentiation refers to the ability to maintain psychological autonomy while remaining emotionally
connected to significant others. Highly differentiated individuals can distinguish thoughts from feelings, regulate
emotional reactions, and preserve a coherent sense of self during interpersonal stress. By contrast, low
differentiation may be expressed through emotional fusion, excessive dependence on approval, emotional cutoff,
reactivity, and attempts to control others. Contemporary discussions of Bowen theory emphasize that differentiation
develops within family relationships and is closely connected to the management of anxiety, intimacy, and
intergenerational emotional processes (Brown & Errington, 2024). Self-differentiation has also been identified
as a meaningful predictor of marriage maturity and adaptive functioning in close relationships (Dogan-Yoyen &
Celik, 2025).

Cognitive and emotional patterns further shape marital behavior. Core beliefs about the self and the partner
influence how spouses interpret daily interactions, relationship threats, and emotional needs. Negative beliefs
concerning personal worth, rejection, mistrust, or the partner’s intentions may reduce relationship quality and

intensify psychological distress (Hicks et al., 2025). Schema theory similarly proposes that enduring cognitive-
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emotional patterns formed through earlier experiences affect adult intimacy, emotional regulation, and interpersonal
behavior (Young et al., 2006). Contemporary schema therapy emphasizes the modification of maladaptive modes
and the development of healthier responses in complex relational situations (Ventura, 2025). Schema-focused
interventions may also reduce shame and promote a more adaptive sense of self in individuals affected by harmful
intimate relationships (Skeen, 2025). Research comparing schema therapy and transactional analysis further
indicates that self-differentiation and conflict-resolution strategies can be improved through structured
psychological intervention (Rahnamaei-Zekavat & Meshkani, 2025).

Reality therapy, based on Glasser’s choice theory, provides another framework for addressing marital and family
problems. It assumes that behavior is purposeful and that individuals select behaviors in an effort to satisfy basic
needs, including survival, love and belonging, power, freedom, and enjoyment. Problems arise when people attempt
to satisfy these needs through ineffective or irresponsible choices. Reality therapy focuses on present behavior,
personal responsibility, self-evaluation, and the development of practical plans for change (Glasser, 2014). A
central principle of this approach is the distinction between internal and external control. External control involves
attempts to change others through criticism, blame, threats, punishment, or coercion, whereas internal control
emphasizes responsibility for one’s own choices and behavior.

In marital counseling, reality therapy encourages spouses to stop trying to control each other and instead evaluate
whether their own behaviors help or damage the relationship. Through the WDEP system, clients clarify their wants,
examine what they are currently doing, evaluate the effectiveness of their behavior, and develop realistic plans for
change. Reality therapy has been described as particularly relevant to marital and family systems counseling
because it combines personal responsibility with relational awareness and behavioral planning (Fitzgerald, 2011).
Reviews of choice theory and reality therapy also support its usefulness in strengthening self-control, responsible
decision-making, and prevention of maladaptive behavior (Supeni & Jusoh, 2021).

Previous research has reported favorable effects of reality therapy on marital instability, intimacy, adjustment,
emotional differentiation, and jealousy. Group reality therapy based on choice theory has reduced marital instability
and improved marital intimacy (Ghorbanpour Lafmejani et al., 2021). Reality therapy-based couple intervention
has also improved marital adjustment, emotional differentiation, and intimacy among couples experiencing
emotional divorce (Besharat-Gharamaleki et al., 2023). Moreover, reality therapy has increased differentiation
and reduced jealousy among couples attending counseling centers, with treatment effects continuing during follow-
up (Chabokinejad & Nouri, 2025). The application of choice theory to marital conflict has similarly been
associated with more effective conflict management, improved mental health, and stronger family relationships
(Jamila & Abdulkareem, 2025). Nevertheless, direct evidence concerning the effects of reality therapy on the
specific McMaster dimension of behavioral control remains limited. Comprehensive couple and family assessment
requires the simultaneous consideration of individual, relational, and systemic processes (Sperry, 2025).
Therefore, the present study examined the effectiveness of reality therapy in improving behavioral control and self-
differentiation among couples referring to counseling centers in Bandar Mahshahr.

Methods and Materials
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This applied quasi-experimental study used an ABA single-case design with repeated measurements. The statistical
population consisted of couples referring to counseling and psychological centers in Bandar Mahshahr between
August and November 2025. Four couples, comprising eight participants, were selected through purposive
sampling. Eligibility criteria included being between 25 and 50 years of age, having between 5 and 10 years of
marital life, possessing adequate literacy to complete the questionnaires, voluntarily participating in the study, and
providing informed consent. Absence from more than two treatment sessions, withdrawal from participation,
incomplete questionnaire responses, and failure to cooperate in repeated assessments were considered exclusion
criteria.

During the baseline phase, behavioral control and self-differentiation were assessed on three occasions to establish
the initial level and stability of the dependent variables. Reality therapy was then implemented, and assessments
were conducted during the second, fourth, sixth, and eighth intervention sessions. Two additional assessments were
completed during the follow-up phase. Behavioral control was measured using the relevant subscale of the 60-item
McMaster Family Assessment Device. Higher scores represented poorer behavioral control and greater family
dysfunction. Self-differentiation was assessed using the 46-item Differentiation of Self Inventory, in which higher
scores indicated greater differentiation.

The intervention was based on Glasser’s reality therapy and choice theory and was delivered in eight 60-minute
couple-based sessions. The sessions addressed therapeutic rapport, treatment rules, basic psychological needs,
choice theory, total behavior, the relationship among action, thought, emotion, and physiology, internal versus
external control, destructive and constructive relationship habits, the quality world, personal responsibility, self-
evaluation, and goal-directed planning. The final sessions introduced the WDEP system and SMART planning to
help couples develop specific, measurable, realistic, relevant, and time-limited behavioral plans.

Data were analyzed through visual, within-condition, and between-condition analyses. Within-condition indices
included the mean, median, range, stability envelope, trend direction, stability, and relative and absolute level
changes. Between-condition analyses examined changes in direction, treatment-related effects, changes in level,
and differences between phase means and medians. The percentage of non-overlapping data and percentage of
overlapping data were calculated to evaluate intervention effects. Improvement percentages during treatment and
follow-up were also calculated relative to baseline. Because the couple was considered the unit of analysis, the
mean scores of the wife and husband were used for each couple.

Findings

The baseline scores of all four couples were relatively stable for both dependent variables, indicating that no
consistent improvement had occurred before the intervention. Following the implementation of reality therapy,
behavioral control scores decreased across all four couples. Because higher scores on the behavioral control
subscale represented poorer functioning, this downward trend indicated improvement. From baseline to
intervention, the direction of change was favorable for all couples. The percentage of non-overlapping data was
100% and the percentage of overlapping data was 0% for each couple, demonstrating complete separation between

baseline and intervention scores.
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Behavioral control improvement during treatment was 30% for Couple A, 40% for Couple B, 32% for Couple C,
and 27% for Couple D. During follow-up, improvement relative to baseline increased to 46%, 59%, 52%, and 43%,
respectively. The overall improvement was 32.25% during treatment and 50% during follow-up. The maintenance
and further reduction of scores during follow-up suggested that the participants continued to apply the acquired
behavioral skills after the formal intervention had ended.

Self-differentiation scores increased from baseline to intervention in all four couples. The direction of change was
consistently favorable, and the intervention data were completely separated from the baseline data. The percentage
of non-overlapping data was 100% and the percentage of overlapping data was 0% for all couples during the
transition from baseline to intervention. Improvement during treatment was 30% for Couple A, 29% for Couple B,
59% for Couple C, and 26% for Couple D. At follow-up, improvement relative to baseline was 40%, 36%, 71%,
and 40%, respectively. The total improvement was 36% during treatment and 46.75% during follow-up.

During the transition from intervention to follow-up, the percentage of non-overlapping data for self-differentiation
was 50% for Couples A and B and 100% for Couples C and D. Despite this variation, the scores of all couples
remained higher than their baseline levels, and the overall trend remained positive. These findings indicated that
the effect of reality therapy on self-differentiation was maintained in all participants, although the strength and
stability of maintenance differed among couples.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that reality therapy improved both behavioral control and self-differentiation among the
participating couples. The reduction in behavioral control dysfunction may be explained by the intervention’s
emphasis on internal control. Couples were encouraged to recognize that they could directly control only their own
choices and behavior rather than force their partners to change. This principle likely reduced criticism, blame,
coercion, and reactive behavior while increasing self-monitoring, negotiation, and responsibility.

The intervention may also have improved behavioral control by teaching couples to identify the relationship among
thoughts, actions, emotions, and physiological responses. Greater awareness of these components can create a pause
between emotional activation and behavioral reaction. Couples may therefore become more capable of replacing
impulsive or controlling responses with deliberate and constructive behavior. The stronger improvement observed
during follow-up suggests that these skills required continued practice in daily marital situations and became more
effective after repeated application outside therapy sessions.

The increase in self-differentiation may be attributed to the emphasis on self-responsibility, independent evaluation,
and the reduction of attempts to control the spouse. When individuals stop making their emotional stability
dependent on their partner’s behavior, they may become better able to preserve their sense of self while remaining
emotionally connected. The WDEP system may have supported this process by encouraging each spouse to identify
personal wants, evaluate current behavior, and make independent but relationship-sensitive decisions.

The follow-up findings showed that self-differentiation remained above baseline for all couples, although
maintenance was stronger for some participants than for others. This variation may reflect differences in initial

emotional reactivity, marital conflict severity, motivation, family-of-origin patterns, or opportunities to practice the
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learned skills. Self-differentiation is a relatively deep and developmentally rooted construct; therefore, its
consolidation may require longer treatment, booster sessions, and continued practice.

Overall, reality therapy appears to be an effective intervention for improving behavioral regulation and
psychological autonomy within marital relationships. By combining internal control, responsibility, self-evaluation,
constructive communication, and practical planning, the intervention addressed both observable interaction patterns
and individual emotional functioning. The results support the use of reality therapy in family counseling centers for
couples experiencing controlling interactions, emotional dependence, recurrent conflict, or difficulty maintaining
autonomy within intimacy. Nevertheless, the small purposively selected sample and the absence of a control group
limit generalization. Future studies should use larger samples, randomized controlled designs, longer follow-up
periods, and multimethod assessment to evaluate the durability and broader applicability of these findings.
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