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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) and systemic couple therapy in reducing
mood-related symptoms, including depression and anxiety, and improving secure relating dimensions, including accessibility,
responsiveness, and engagement, among maladjusted couples experiencing marital conflict. This applied study employed a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with two intervention groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of
maladjusted couples with marital conflict who attended Hekmat Bakhsh Clinic in Tehran in spring 2025. A total of 42 participants were
selected through purposive sampling and allocated to three groups: emotionally focused couple therapy, systemic couple therapy, and
control, with 14 participants in each group. Data were collected using the 21-item Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21) and the
Brief Accessibility, Responsiveness, and Engagement Scale (BARE). The emotionally focused intervention was implemented based on
Johnson’s model, whereas the systemic intervention followed Minuchin’s structural/systemic approach. Data were analyzed using within—
between repeated-measures analysis of variance, multivariate analyses, and post-hoc comparisons. Inferential analyses indicated
significant main effects of time and significant timexgroup interaction effects for both anxiety and depression (p<0.01), demonstrating
significant reductions following the interventions. Significant time and timexgroup effects were also observed for accessibility,
responsiveness, and engagement (p<0.01), indicating improvements in secure relating. Post-hoc comparisons demonstrated that reductions
in anxiety and depression were significantly greater in the emotionally focused couple therapy group than in the systemic therapy and
control groups. Similarly, improvements in accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement were significantly greater following
emotionally focused couple therapy than systemic couple therapy and the control condition (p<0.05). Both emotionally focused and
systemic couple therapies were effective in reducing mood-related symptoms and strengthening secure relating among maladjusted
couples; however, emotionally focused couple therapy demonstrated greater effectiveness across all assessed outcomes. Its direct emphasis
on underlying emotional experiences, attachment needs, and restructuring negative interactional cycles may provide a more effective
mechanism for simultaneously improving emotional well-being and relational security in couples experiencing marital conflict.
Keywords: Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy; Systemic Couple Therapy; Depression; Anxiety; Secure Relating; Marital Conflict;
Attachment.
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal contexts influencing psychological well-
being, emotional security, and overall quality of life. When marital conflict becomes persistent and poorly managed,
it can progressively undermine intimacy, mutual trust, communication, and relationship satisfaction. Longitudinal
evidence indicates that dyadic coping and communication patterns play an important role in shaping the long-term
trajectories of relationship satisfaction, suggesting that maladaptive interactional processes may contribute to
enduring relational distress (Roth et al., 2025). Marital dissatisfaction is also closely associated with psychological
difficulties, particularly depressive symptoms, and recent findings have suggested that relational variables such as
marital satisfaction may mediate the association between interpersonal experiences and depression (Jia et al.,
2025). Accordingly, marital conflict should not be conceptualized exclusively as a relational problem, because it
may interact reciprocally with the emotional and psychological functioning of both partners.

Mood-related difficulties, particularly depression and anxiety, are frequently intertwined with distressed couple
relationships. Difficulties in emotion regulation may explain how reduced relationship satisfaction contributes to
the persistence or worsening of depressive symptoms among couples seeking therapy (Morgan et al., 2024).
Similarly, depressive symptoms and couple conflict can function as mechanisms through which broader
psychosocial vulnerabilities affect relationship satisfaction (Nguyen & Pepping, 2022). From this perspective,
relationship distress and mood disturbance may form a mutually reinforcing cycle: emotional symptoms reduce the
capacity for constructive communication and responsiveness, while repeated conflict and emotional disconnection
intensify anxiety, hopelessness, and depressive experiences. Mood itself represents a relatively enduring affective
condition capable of shaping perception, cognition, and behavioral responses, and disturbances in mood may

substantially alter the way individuals interpret and react to relational events (Ekkekakis, 2013).
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A particularly important construct in understanding couple functioning is secure relating, which involves perceiving
one's partner as accessible, responsive, and emotionally engaged. This concept is strongly rooted in adult attachment
theory. Attachment security provides a relational foundation through which individuals can seek comfort, express
vulnerability, and rely on their partners under conditions of stress (Simpson & Rholes, 2017). In contrast,
attachment insecurity may intensify threat perceptions, emotional reactivity, withdrawal, and dysfunctional
interaction patterns. Evidence obtained during stressful circumstances has shown that partners' attachment
insecurity is associated with poorer relationship functioning (Overall et al., 2022), while longitudinal research has
further demonstrated that insecure attachment may compromise relationship quality and stability partly through
increased daily conflict (Sheng et al., 2022). Attachment also intersects with other domains of couple functioning,
including sexuality and relational satisfaction, emphasizing the broader clinical relevance of secure relational bonds
(Busby et al., 2020).

Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) is one of the principal attachment-oriented approaches developed to
address these interrelated emotional and relational processes. EFT conceptualizes problematic couple behavior as
part of repetitive negative cycles maintained by underlying attachment fears, unmet needs, and maladaptive
emotional responses. The approach seeks to identify these cycles, access primary emotions, facilitate the expression
of vulnerable attachment needs, and reorganize partner interactions into more accessible and responsive patterns
(Greenberg & Goldman, 2008). Within this framework, attachment is considered central to understanding
relational distress and therapeutic change (Johnson & Greenman, 2013). More recent conceptual work has
similarly emphasized that EFT promotes emotional connection, attachment security, and psychological health
through the transformation of couple interaction patterns (Greenman & Johnson, 2022). Reviews of theory and
practice have supported the use of EFT for improving distressed relationships by targeting both emotional
experience and interpersonal processes (Senol et al., 2023).

Empirical evidence increasingly supports the effectiveness of EFT across different forms of couple distress. Meta-
analytic findings have demonstrated meaningful improvements in relationship functioning following EFT
(Spengler et al., 2022). Clinical evidence has also indicated reductions in relationship distress and depressive
symptoms following attachment-based couple treatment (Ganz et al., 2022). Studies in Iranian samples have
reported improvements in marital satisfaction and adjustment (Akhavan Bi Taghsir et al., 2016), reductions in
depressive symptoms and improvements in emotion regulation among distressed couples (Khojasteh Mehr et al.,
2013), and improvements in marital quality of life and cognitive emotion regulation in couples affected by infidelity
(Keyvani et al., 2022). Furthermore, recent transdiagnostic formulations suggest that EFT may be particularly
appropriate when relational distress co-occurs with mood and anxiety difficulties (Timulak et al., 2025). The
approach has also been examined across different cultural populations and clinical contexts, reflecting its growing
international applicability (Hunt et al., 2025; Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2022).

In contrast, systemic and structural approaches conceptualize marital problems primarily within the organization of
the family system. Structural Family Therapy focuses on family boundaries, subsystems, hierarchies, alliances, and

repetitive transactional patterns, proposing that dysfunction may be maintained by maladaptive family organization
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rather than by the difficulties of one individual alone (Minuchin, 2018). Structural interventions therefore aim to
reorganize dysfunctional interactions, clarify boundaries, strengthen appropriate subsystems, and modify patterns
that perpetuate conflict. The clinical utility of structural principles has been demonstrated in different family
contexts (Pender Baum & Pender, 2023; Tadros & Finney, 2018), and structural couple interventions have
been associated with improvements in marital problems such as burnout (Mohammadi et al., 2020). Nevertheless,
although both EFT and systemic therapy have substantial theoretical and clinical foundations, relatively less
evidence has directly compared their effectiveness for simultaneously reducing mood symptoms and strengthening
secure relating among maladjusted couples. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy and systemic couple therapy in reducing depression and anxiety and
improving accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement among maladjusted couples experiencing marital conflict.
Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design involving two intervention groups and
one control group. The statistical population consisted of maladjusted couples experiencing marital conflict who
attended Hekmat Bakhsh Clinic in Tehran during spring 2025. Eligibility criteria included being between 25 and
50 years of age, having been married for at least one year, and possessing at least a high school diploma. Participants
were excluded if they had substance dependence, missed more than three intervention sessions, or voluntarily
withdrew from the study. Based on the anticipated effect size, alpha level of 0.05, and statistical power of
approximately 0.80, 42 participants were selected through purposive sampling and assigned to three groups of 14
participants each, equivalent to seven couples per group. The groups consisted of an Emotionally Focused Couple
Therapy group, a systemic couple therapy group, and a control group.

Depression and anxiety were assessed using the 21-item Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS-21). The
instrument contains three subscales assessing depression, anxiety, and stress; however, only the depression and
anxiety subscales were used in the present study. Internal consistency coefficients obtained in the current sample
were 0.78 for depression and 0.83 for anxiety. Secure relating was assessed using the Brief Accessibility,
Responsiveness, and Engagement Scale (BARE), a 12-item measure designed to assess attachment-related couple
behavior. The instrument evaluates accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement using a five-point Likert response
format, with higher scores indicating stronger secure relational behavior. Cronbach's alpha for the scale in the
present study was 0.81.

The systemic couple therapy intervention was developed according to Minuchin's structural approach and was
implemented over nine sessions. Sessions focused on establishing therapeutic goals, introducing structural concepts,
identifying family subsystems and boundaries, examining transactional patterns and problematic alliances, teaching
structural family therapy techniques, restructuring maladaptive family interactions, strengthening the marital
subsystem, and consolidating newly developed relational patterns. The Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy
intervention was implemented over ten sessions. The protocol included establishing a therapeutic alliance,
identifying negative interaction cycles, accessing attachment-related emotional experiences, clarifying primary

emotions, identifying unmet attachment needs, facilitating emotional expression, restructuring partner interactions,
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increasing empathic responsiveness, promoting constructive emotional engagement, and consolidating new positive
interactional patterns.

Descriptive statistics were first calculated for all study variables. The assumptions required for parametric analysis
were then evaluated through Box's M test for covariance matrix homogeneity and Levene's test for homogeneity of
variances. Within-between repeated-measures analysis of variance and multivariate analysis were used to evaluate
the main effect of time and the interaction effect of time by group. Post-hoc comparisons were subsequently
performed to determine differences between the intervention and control groups. Statistical significance was
evaluated at the 0.05 level.

Findings

Descriptive results demonstrated substantial improvement from pretest to posttest in both intervention groups,
particularly in the Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy group. Mean anxiety scores in the EFT group decreased
from 10.85 at pretest to 5.07 at posttest, whereas anxiety decreased from 11.21 to 8.21 in the systemic therapy
group. The control group showed no improvement, with scores changing from 11.01 to 11.28. Depression declined
from 11.14 to 6.42 in the EFT group and from 10.78 to 8.85 in the systemic group, while only a minimal change
from 11.71 to 11.42 occurred in the control group.

Secure relating dimensions showed the opposite pattern, with increases following treatment. Accessibility increased
from 6.42 to 9.85 in the EFT group and from 6.01 to 7.57 in the systemic group, compared with a negligible change
from 6.07 to 6.14 in the control group. Responsiveness increased from 5.50 to 9.78 following EFT and from 5.21
to 7.71 following systemic therapy, whereas it decreased slightly from 5.78 to 5.28 in the control group. Engagement
increased from 6.42 to 9.50 in the EFT group and from 6.35 to 8.28 in the systemic group, compared with a small
change from 6.28 to 6.43 in controls.

The assumptions for the inferential analyses were supported. Box's M tests were nonsignificant for anxiety,
depression, accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement, indicating covariance matrix homogeneity. Levene's
tests were also nonsignificant across pretest and posttest measurements, supporting the assumption of homogeneous
variances.

The main effect of time was significant for anxiety, F=30.21, p=0.01, n*=0.43, and depression, F=25.20, p=0.01,
n2=0.39. The time-by-group interaction was also significant for anxiety, F=11.58, p=0.01, n>=0.37, and depression,
F=7.89, p=0.01, n>=0.28, demonstrating that changes differed significantly across groups. Significant main effects
of time were also found for accessibility, F=27.58, p=0.01, n?>=0.41, responsiveness, F=34.93, p=0.01, n>=0.44, and
engagement, F=54.11, p=0.01, n>=0.44. Significant time-by-group interactions were observed for accessibility,
F=9.10, p=0.01, n*=0.32, responsiveness, F=15.51, p=0.01, n?>=0.44, and engagement, F=15.59, p=0.01, n>=0.44.
Post-hoc comparisons confirmed the superiority of EFT. For anxiety, the EFT group differed significantly from the
systemic group by -1.75 and from the control group by -1.42, both at p=0.01. For depression, EFT differed from
systemic therapy by -1.03, p=0.05, and from the control group by -2.78, p=0.01. EFT also produced significantly
greater improvements in accessibility than systemic therapy and control, with mean differences of 1.35 and 2.04,

respectively; responsiveness, with differences of 1.17 and 2.11; and engagement, with differences of 1.14 and 2.10.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy and systemic couple therapy can
effectively improve psychological and relational functioning among maladjusted couples experiencing marital
conflict. Both interventions reduced symptoms of anxiety and depression and increased accessibility,
responsiveness, and engagement. These improvements indicate that intervening at the level of couple interaction
can produce benefits extending beyond relationship functioning to individual emotional well-being.

Nevertheless, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy produced consistently stronger effects. Its greater impact on
anxiety and depression may be explained by its direct engagement with underlying emotional experiences. In
distressed relationships, anger, criticism, withdrawal, or excessive reassurance seeking frequently represent
secondary responses to more vulnerable experiences such as fear of abandonment, rejection, inadequacy, and
emotional disconnection. EFT helps partners identify and communicate these primary emotions in a safer way,
thereby reducing perceived relational threat and increasing mutual emotional support. As relational security
improves, anxiety may diminish because the partner becomes more predictable and emotionally available, while
depressive symptoms may decrease as feelings of loneliness, helplessness, and disconnection are reduced.

The greater improvement in secure relating is also theoretically consistent with the mechanisms of EFT.
Accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement are not merely general communication skills; they represent core
indicators of attachment security. EFT specifically reorganizes interaction around these dimensions by helping
partners become emotionally available, respond more sensitively to each other's needs, and remain engaged during
emotionally difficult interactions. This direct focus may explain why the magnitude of change was greater than that
observed in systemic therapy.

Systemic couple therapy nevertheless produced meaningful improvements. Its emphasis on restructuring family
organization, clarifying boundaries, modifying alliances, and changing repetitive transactional patterns can reduce
relational stress and promote healthier couple functioning. By changing the context in which conflict occurs,
systemic treatment may indirectly reduce mood symptoms and enhance relational security. However, because it
places comparatively less emphasis on the direct processing of primary emotion and attachment vulnerability, its
effects on mood symptoms and attachment-related dimensions may develop less strongly than those achieved
through EFT.

Overall, the findings suggest that both approaches are clinically useful for couples experiencing marital conflict,
but Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy may be particularly advantageous when relational distress coexists with
depression, anxiety, and insecure patterns of emotional connection. Its simultaneous emphasis on emotional
processing, attachment needs, and interactional restructuring appears to provide a comprehensive pathway for
improving both individual psychological functioning and couple security. The study therefore supports the use of
EFT as a preferred therapeutic option for maladjusted couples presenting with concurrent mood-related symptoms
and difficulties in secure relating, while systemic couple therapy remains an appropriate intervention when

structural and organizational patterns within the couple or family system are particularly prominent.
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