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Objective: Marital infidelity is one of the most significant threats to the stability
of marital relationships and a leading cause of divorce across various cultures. This
study aimed to examine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
on self-compassion and experiential avoidance in women who have experienced
marital infidelity.

Methods: The current research was a quasi-experimental study with a pre-test and
post-test design, involving experimental and control groups and a three-month
follow-up. All women who had experienced marital infidelity and attended
psychotherapy and counseling clinics in Tehran during the year 2021-2022
constituted the statistical population of this study, from which 30 were selected via
convenience sampling based on the inclusion criteria and randomly assigned to
two equal groups of 15. Data were collected using the Self-Compassion Scale
(Neff, 2003) and the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire - Second Version
(Bond et al., 2007). Participants in the experimental group received 8 sessions of
intervention. Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and one-way
analysis of variance with SPSS version 26.

Findings: The mean self-compassion score and its dimensions in the experimental
group significantly improved post-intervention compared to the control group (p
< 0.05). Cognitive-behavioral therapy was beneficial in reducing experiential
avoidance in the experimental group, unlike the control group (p < 0.05). The
effects of this therapeutic program on dependent variables continued during the
three-month follow-up period (p < 0.05).

Conclusion: Cognitive-behavioral exercises can be used as an effective
intervention method to improve the cognitive-emotional status of women who
have experienced marital infidelity.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral therapy, self-compassion, experiential avoidance, marital
infidelity.
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1. Introduction

arriage is the most significant event in every
person's life and is described as the most
fundamental and essential human relationship, as it
establishes the primary structure for forming familial
relationships and raising the next generation (Babaei, 2022).
The cornerstone of marriage and one of the main elements
of any long-term and romantic relationship is the fidelity of
the spouses to each other (Zamani, 2022). Among the
damaging factors that threaten the fidelity of the spouses to
the marriage covenant and sometimes lead to their separation
is marital infidelity (Agboola, 2022).
Marital
complexity, and achieving a universal definition accepted

infidelity —has  considerable theoretical
across all cultures is somewhat unexpected (Ariapooran,
2021). Nevertheless, marital infidelity is recognized as the
most painful and harmful event that destroys the intimate
relationship of the spouses and breaks their secure bonds.
This unfortunate event weakens the loyalty of the spouses to
the marriage, destroys the structure and stability of their
relationship, and if untreated, leads to divorce and separation
(Yuan, 2019). Generally, infidelity is defined as establishing
any intimate relationship, sexual and emotional, with a third
person, which violates the marital relationship commitment
and is accompanied by emotional suffering in the victimized
individual (Zangeneh, 2022). Furthermore, marital infidelity
can eliminate the trust between a couple, leading to
symptoms such as post-traumatic stress disorder and crises
like depression, anger, despair, and feelings of
incompetence, which result in the spouses drifting further
apart, creating a rift in intimate relationships and ultimately
separation from the marital life (Ariapooran, 2021).
Scientific reports show that marital life quality is affected
by various factors, among which some researchers have
attributed a positive role to self-compassion (Gewirtz-
Meydan, 2023; Sadiq, 2022). To the extent that research
findings have shown a positive relationship between
psychological health and the self-compassion of couples
with marital compatibility, stating that self-compassion
among couples can explain changes in marital adaptation
and have a positive impact on their interaction style and
conflict resolution (Wang, 2023). Self-compassion is
defined as the inclination to support and show compassion
towards oneself instead of harsh judgment when one
becomes aware of personal shortcomings. Self-compassion

is a protective factor that leads to the development of
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cognitive flexibility and effective coping and arises from
attachment and bonding behavioral systems (Neff, 2023).

Compassion can be considered a strategy for emotion
regulation in various ways, where it does not prevent the
experience of disturbing and undesirable emotions, but
rather strives to accept feelings in a kind manner (Aghaie,
2021). Individuals with high self-compassion have more
adaptive strategies for coping with stressful events such as
cognitive restructuring and use less avoidance and escape
(Helminen, 2023). Neff & Beretvas (2013) note that self-
compassion is distinctly related to the level of
communication quality between couples, and self-
compassionate individuals experience healthier romantic
relationships and greater relational well-being (Neff &
Beretvas, 2013).

Furthermore, findings indicate that individuals with high
self-compassion often use mindfulness to resolve their
disagreements. As they do not suppress their negative
emotions and do not engage in rumination, they experience
more positive emotions and fewer negative emotions
(Dodson, 2022; Helminen, 2023). Meanwhile, researchers
believe that experiential avoidance is a common causal
process and a pathogenic factor among many behavioral and
(Martinez, 2022).

avoidance is essentially an effort to avoid painful

emotional problems Experiential
experiences and includes two elements: an unwillingness to

make contact with personal experiences (physical
sensations, emotions, thoughts, behavioral contexts) and
efforts to avoid painful experiences or to avoid events that
trigger these experiences; this construct is the opposite of
acceptance, which means the individual's willingness to
accept thoughts, emotions, and behavioral manifestations
without trying to avoid them. The function of experiential
avoidance is to control or minimize the impact of distressing
experiences (Bagheri, 2023).

It is assumed that experiential avoidance plays an
important role in the etiology, persistence, and modification
of various forms of psychological damage, especially
anxiety and mood disorders among couples and other
individuals in society, and according to such results,
experiential avoidance comprises a broad transdiagnostic
risk factor that leads to individual vulnerability in the face of
life's difficulties and hardships (Spencer, 2023). Various
researches have shown that experiential avoidance is
associated with more negative emotions and coping
problems (Kim, 2023). Individuals with greater experiential
avoidance employ more self-destructive, denial, emotional
support, and self-blame strategies, and experience more
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intense emotional and negative experiences in response to
pleasant and unpleasant stimuli (Haywood, 2023).

Therapists use various approaches to treat infidelity and
reduce the associated damages. One of the most commonly
used therapeutic approaches in this area is cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) (Borhani Kakhki, 2021). This
therapeutic approach is based on the assumption that
incorrect and discouraging beliefs, ineffective coping
behaviors, and negative mood states are influential in the
formation and persistence of problems. Cognitive-
behavioral therapy is founded on a structured
psychoeducational model and emphasizes the role of
homework (Walsh, 2023). This therapy has unique features
that include cognitive strategies such as the discovery of
cognitive distortions and anxiety-inducing thoughts,
cognitive restructuring, and the reinforcement of effective
coping self-statements, as well as behavioral strategies
including modeling, exposure, role-playing, muscle
relaxation, coping skills training, and increasing self-control
(Scott, 2023). Reviews of reports indicate that cognitive-
behavioral therapy has been beneficial for various constructs
in the marital realm such as the social well-being of couples
(Hajloo, 2021), quality of life and marital satisfaction among
couples seeking divorce (Borhani Kakhki, 2021), reduction
of marital problems (Zamani, 2022) and schemas of love and
marital satisfaction (Shahmoradi, 2021).

In view of the issues raised and considering the nature of
marital infidelity and its destructive impact on the
relationships of couples, it seems reasonable that effective
interventions be implemented to help couples who are
grappling with this damaging phenomenon so that the
attachment damages caused by this unfortunate event can be
repaired, and with the resumption of secure bonds, the
spouses' loyalty to the marital bond can be enhanced.
Considering that in Iran, there are spouses who, despite
marital infidelity and the damages arising from it, desire to
repair the marital relationship and continue living with their
unfaithful spouse and, in adapting to this situation and
starting life with a new perspective and greater awareness,
need psychological therapy and counseling services, the
application of effective therapeutic interventions for
confronting and treating the damages resulting from marital
infidelity is of special importance. Given the information
presented and considering the successful application of
cognitive-behavioral therapy in various marital areas, this
study was conducted with the goal of determining the extent

of the impact of cognitive-behavioral therapy on self-

114

Applied Family Therapy Journal 5:2 (2024) 112-120

compassion and experiential avoidance in women who have
experienced marital infidelity.

2.  Methods
2.1.  Study design and Participant

The current study was a quasi-experimental design,
employing a pre-test, post-test, and a three-month follow-up
with a control group. The statistical population consisted of
all married women who had experienced marital infidelity
and sought counseling and psychotherapy services in Tehran
in the years 2022-2023. The sampling method used was
convenience sampling. The sample was selected from 76
individuals who voluntarily responded to an invitation to
participate in therapy sessions at counseling and
psychotherapy centers. After an initial evaluation and
considering the entry criteria for the study, 30 participants
were selected and divided into two equal groups of 15 each.

The inclusion criteria for the research were participants'
consent and willingness to participate in the study, living
with a spouse at the time of recruitment and throughout the
study, having experienced marital infidelity by the spouse,
being married for at least 2 years, being aged between 25 to
50 years, being literate, answering all questions on the self-
report instruments, and being able to attend all therapy
sessions.  Exclusion criteria included having any
psychological disorders as determined by structured clinical
interviews according to the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, current drug abuse or
dependency, taking specific medications under the
supervision of a psychiatrist or a medical doctor for physical
or gynecological conditions, having a history of separation
or initiating divorce by either spouse, missing more than two
intervention sessions, receiving any other psychotherapeutic
methods concurrently with the intervention, not seriously
performing the tasks during the program, and occurrence of

unforeseen events (such as illness or death).

2.2. Measures
2.2.1.  Self~Compassion

This self-report instrument was developed by Neff in
2003 to measure self-compassion. It consists of 26 items
with six subscales including self-kindness, self-judgment,
common humanity, isolation, mindfulness, and over-
identification. Items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale
from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always), with items 12,
11, 9, 8, 4, and 1 being reverse scored. The developer
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reported a Cronbach's alpha of 0.90. In Iran, the Cronbach's
alpha for this tool has been reported between 0.76 and 0.80
(Janbozorgi et al., 2020).

2.2.2.  Experiential Avoidance

This self-report instrument was developed by Bond et al.
in 2007 to measure acceptance and experiential avoidance.
It consists of 10 items each rated on a 7-point Likert scale.
Higher scores indicate greater psychological flexibility.
Psychometric properties of the original version are as
follows: Results from 2,816 participants across six samples
showed that this instrument has satisfactory reliability,
validity, and construct validity. The mean alpha coefficient
was 0.84 (ranging from 0.78 to 0.88) and test-retest
reliability over 3 and 12 months was 0.81 and 0.79,
respectively. The results indicated that the Acceptance and
Action Questionnaire - Second Version can predict a range
of outcomes from mental health to workplace absenteeism,
consistent with its underlying theory. This tool also
demonstrates appropriate discriminant validity (Abasi,
2012).

2.3.  Interventions
2.3.1.  Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy

The experimental group received the intervention in
group sessions of 60 minutes each (two sessions per week)
conducted by an experienced psychotherapist in separate
rooms at the counseling center, while the control group
received no educational intervention (Hajloo, 2021; Shafiei,
2017). No issues occurred during the session proceedings,
and all participants attended all sessions. To further motivate
participants, therapy sessions were offered for free, and the
control group was assured that they would receive free
therapy after the research and follow-up phase were
completed.

The intervention protocol for this study consists of an
eight-session Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy (CBT) program
designed for women who have experienced marital
infidelity. The sessions are structured to address the
emotional and psychological impacts of infidelity, enhance
self-compassion, and reduce experiential avoidance. Each
session builds upon the previous one, incorporating
psychoeducation, relaxation exercises, desensitization
techniques, and behavioral

cognitive  restructuring,

activation. Homework assignments are integral to each
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session to reinforce learned skills and facilitate real-life
application.

Session Descriptions:

Session 1: Introduction and Assessment

The first session serves as an introduction to the group
therapy process. The therapist welcomes the participants,
outlines the group rules and guidelines, and facilitates
introductions among the members. This session includes a
discussion on the definition of marital infidelity and its
various consequences. The cognitive-behavioral therapy
approach is introduced, and a pre-test is administered to
assess baseline levels of self-compassion and experiential
avoidance.

Session 2: Relaxation Techniques

In the second session, participants learn relaxation
techniques to manage stress and emotional upheaval related
to infidelity. The session covers breathing exercises that
participants can use to reduce anxiety. Homework is
assigned to practice these techniques at home, reinforcing
the skills learned during the session.

Session 3: Desensitization and Introduction to Self-
Compassion

This session reviews the previous homework and
introduces desensitization techniques. The therapist helps
participants create a hierarchy of avoidance situations
related to the infidelity experience. Self-compassion is
introduced as a tool for emotional healing. The session
combines exposure techniques with relaxation practices
learned earlier. Participants receive homework to practice
these techniques.

Session 4: Worry Management

The fourth session involves reviewing the previous
session's homework followed by exercises in managing
worries. Participants identify their most common worries
and are taught techniques to manage these, including worry
postponement and identifying cognitive distortions. A cost-
benefit analysis technique is also introduced. Homework for
the next session is assigned to stabilize these new cognitive
skills.

Session 5: Cognitive Distractions and Activity Planning

Participants review their homework focused on delaying
rumination and learn attention diversion techniques. Activity
planning is also introduced to structure their daily routines
positively. Homework involves applying these distraction
and planning techniques in daily life.

Session 6: Behavioral Activation

This session reviews all previous homework and
introduces the concept of behavioral activation. The
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therapist explains the relationship between depressed moods
and inactivity. Participants identify activities that align with
their goals and are encouraged to integrate these into their
daily routines. Homework is assigned to continue this
practice.

Session 7: Cognitive Restructuring

The seventh dedicated to
restructuring. Participants learn to identify negative thoughts

session  is cognitive
and challenge them. The therapist helps replace these
negative thoughts with more realistic and balanced ones.
Homework for the next session involves practicing these
cognitive restructuring techniques.

Session 8: Stress Coping and Problem-Solving Skills

The final session reviews the homework and covers stress
management and problem-solving skills. These skills are
crucial for handling future stressors effectively and
maintaining improvements made during therapy. The
session concludes with a post-test to assess changes from the
baseline measures taken in the first session.

2.4.  Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using descriptive tests and repeated
measures analysis of variance. Post-hoc comparisons of the
effectiveness of the two intervention methods were
conducted using the Bonferroni test with SPSS software
version 26. Normal distribution of data was assessed using
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov, M-Box, Mauchly's sphericity,

and Levene's tests at a significance level of 0.05.

Table 1

Applied Family Therapy Journal 5:2 (2024) 112-120

3. Findings and Results

Initially, descriptive indices related to the scores of
experiential avoidance, self-compassion, and its dimensions
in both groups at different assessment stages were presented.
The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to examine the
normality of the distribution of variables, confirming that the
data were normally distributed. Examination of the
homogeneity of regression slopes indicated that the
interaction between the pre-test and the group for the
dependent variables (post-tests) was not significant, thus the
regression slopes were considered equivalent across the
three groups. The assumption of multivariate correlation of
the dependent variables was checked with Mauchly’s test.
The significance level for each of the dependent variables
was 0.001, thus the sphericity assumption was rejected.
Violation of the sphericity assumption causes the F statistic
in analysis of variance to be inaccurate. To enhance the
accuracy of the F statistic, degrees of freedom were
corrected using both Greenhouse-Geisser and Huynh-Feldt
methods. Accordingly, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction
was used in the present study. The assumption of
homogeneity of the variance-covariance matrix was checked
with the Box's M test, which was also adhered to. Given
these prerequisites, all assumptions necessary for conducting
a two-way ANOVA with repeated measures were met.

Means and Standard Deviations of Research Variables by Group and Assessment Stage

Post-test (M £ SD)

Follow-up (M + SD)

Kolmogorov-Smirnov P

Dependent Variable Group n Pre-test (M + SD)
Experiential Avoidance Experimental 15  115.14 +14.28
Control 15 112.60 +13.99
Self-Kindness Experimental 15  10.97£2.20
Control 15 12.20+2.64
Common Humanity Experimental 15  11.93+2.21
Control 15 11.47+2.36
Mindfulness Experimental 15 9.20+2.27
Control 15 9.73+1.84
Self-Judgment Experimental 15 14.80+2.73
Control 15 10.67+1.88
Isolation Experimental 15 13.70+1.73
Control 15 13.11+1.90
Over-identification Experimental 15 11.27+2.97
Control 15 10.13+2.21
Self-Compassion Experimental 15  71.87+14.11
Control 15  67.31+12.83

74.59 £8.33 73.75+£9.68 .876 460
108.80 + 13.52 107.50 £ 12.22 .694 341
16.23 £2.79 16.20 +£2.34 .880 413
12.07 +£2.66 11.13+2.47 .863 276
17.63 £ 1.85 17.70 £ 1.16 779 513
11.37+2.25 10.29 £2.13 956 315
15.63 £2.01 14.30 £2.00 730 614
9.87+1.78 9.10 + 1.56 .590 412
10.23£1.98 10.21 £ 1.76 .675 418
10.60 + 1.59 10.64 £ 1.70 156 210
8.90+1.18 893+1.23 924 313
13.40 £ 1.67 1336+ 1.14 769 .503
837+1.81 8.35+1.68 .904 .388
10.00 £2.12 10.02 £2.09 .655 712
76.99 £ 11.62 75.69 £ 10.17 .834 611
57.31+£12.04 64.54 +11.09 7198 .553

116

AFTJ

Applied Family Therapy Journal

E-ISSN: 3041-8798


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/3041-8798

AF TJ Sanati etal.

Applied Family Therapy Journal

Table 1 presents the mean and standard deviation of
research variables by group and assessment stage.

Table 2

Applied Family Therapy Journal 5:2 (2024) 112-120

Analysis of Variance with Repeated Measures for Dependent Variables at Three Stages

Dependent Variable Source of Variation F Statistic Significance Level Partial Eta Squared Statistical Power
Self-Kindness Stage 16.19 .031 498 .595
Group 21.46 .026 .366 .623
Stage * Group 15.79 .015 562 714
Common Humanity Stage 14.38 .012 391 434
Group 17.44 .008 .567 397
Stage * Group 15.79 .010 491 .608
Mindfulness Stage 31.06 .014 591 .533
Group 23.82 .027 431 486
Stage * Group 19.62 .011 585 .690
Self-Judgment Stage 5.11 .016 243 .561
Group 3.45 .014 287 615
Stage * Group 8.66 .018 449 589
Isolation Stage 15.40 .017 393 490
Group 19.03 .019 610 476
Stage * Group 17.56 .012 .590 .618
Over-Identification Stage 22.09 .004 .565 .588
Group 25.86 .017 .623 .675
Stage * Group 21.43 .009 .610 .622
Self-Compassion Stage 39.13 .019 .561 .665
Group 44.59 .022 .623 121
Stage * Group 36.73 .014 .619 706
Experiential Avoidance Stage 18.25 .017 612 .818
Group 143.08 .033 .634 912
Stage * Group 11.57 .015 .601 .834

Table 2 indicates that there are significant differences
self-

compassion, and its dimensions across the pre-test, post-test,

between the scores for experiential avoidance,

and follow-up (p < .05). Additionally, the scores for the
dependent variables in the experimental group show
significant differences from the pre-test to the post-test and
follow-up (p < .05). The effects of the cognitive-behavioral
avoidance and

intervention in reducing experiential

improving self-compassion and its dimensions were
maintained after a three-month follow-up (p < .05). To
examine effect size, partial eta squared was used. Eta
squared for the variables studied was greater than .10,
indicating that the differences between groups are notable.
The results suggest that the cognitive-behavioral therapy
intervention was effective in reducing experiential
avoidance and improving self-compassion in women who

have experienced marital infidelity.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

This study was conducted to determine the impact of
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) on self-compassion and

117

experiential avoidance in women who have experienced
marital infidelity. The initial findings of the research
demonstrated that cognitive-behavioral therapy significantly
increased the self-compassion scores of women who have
experienced marital infidelity. These findings are consistent
with the prior results (Borhani Kakhki, 2021; Hajloo, 2021;
Shafiei, 2017; Shahmoradi, 2021; Zamani, 2022; Zhang,
2020) regarding the positive impact of cognitive-behavioral
therapy among couples seeking divorce.

In explaining these findings, it should be noted that the
goal of cognitive-behavioral therapy is to correct irrational
beliefs, inefficient beliefs, incorrect interpretations, and
cognitive errors, as well as to facilitate constructive self-talk
and strengthen coping skills. Cognitive-behavioral therapy
emphasizes that thought processes are as important as
effects.
approach, which is a combination of cognitive and

environmental Accordingly, this therapeutic
behavioral strategies, uses structured discussions and
organized behavioral assignments to help individuals change
distorted thinking patterns and ineffective behaviors.

Cognitive-behavioral therapy is effective in creating and
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enhancing capabilities such as decision-making, motivation
to accept responsibility, positive interaction with others,
happiness, self-esteem development, problem-solving skills,
emotional cognitive self-regulation, and more (Zhang,
2020).
controlling and regulating emotions and feelings, managing

Therefore, cognitive-behavioral therapy, by
psychological stress, establishing effective communication,
and self-control, reduces psychological and emotional stress
in women who have experienced marital infidelity and
subsequently improves self-acceptance and self-compassion
through leveraging structures of value and self-efficacy.

Another interpretation could be that since cognitive-
behavioral therapy reduces cognitive errors in an individual,
this skill could enable a person to be compassionate towards
themselves when dealing with life's adversities and bitter
events, such as failure. Moreover, after undergoing
cognitive-behavioral therapy, clients, as they gain insights
into cognitive distortions involving certainty and ignoring
probabilities in situations of assurance and uncertainty, this
flexible perspective and belief in probability can also reduce
an individual’s negative and critical view of their own
weaknesses, thus reducing self-judgment and self-criticism
(Zamani, 2022; Zhang, 2020). Therefore, it lays the
groundwork for increasing self-compassion among the
participants in the cognitive-behavioral therapy group.

Another finding of the research indicates the positive
effect of cognitive-behavioral therapy on reducing
experiential avoidance in women who have experienced
marital infidelity which aligns which prior research
(Atadokht, 2019; Shafiei, 2017; Spencer, 2023). This finding
suggests that the therapy might challenge individuals'
thoughts and reduce cognitive errors, thereby changing their
beliefs and attitudes. Furthermore, it could increase
participation in pleasurable activities and impact the range
and quality of relationships and thereby affect social support,
possibly increasing their adaptation to their problems
(Spencer, 2023). Proper use of emotions, awareness of
emotions, and timely acceptance and expression, especially
of positive emotions in life situations, could reduce their
negative feelings, consequently increasing their adaptability
and moderating experiential avoidance. In other words, this
treatment can play a significant role in reducing experiential
avoidance of life memories with a spouse by making an
individual aware of positive and negative emotions, and
timely acceptance and expression.
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5. Suggestions and Limitations

Every research comes with its limitations, and this study
is no exception. Since the participants were married women
visiting counseling centers in Tehran who had experienced
marital infidelity, caution should be exercised in
generalizing the findings to other communities in Iran with
different cultures and customs. Other limitations of the
current study include the use of convenience sampling, the
use of a quasi-experimental design, and the unidimensional
assessment of variables (assessment of the dependent
variable solely with a quantitative tool). It is suggested that
researchers interested in this field study this research among
other members of society (such as divorce applicants, those
involved in extramarital relationships, domestic violence,
etc.) and use other experimental designs and random
sampling. The inability to conduct a long-term follow-up (6
months) was also a limitation of this research. It is suggested
that the impact of these interventions be followed over
longer periods to determine the stability of the results over
time. Given the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
therapy on the studied variables, it is recommended that
family counselors and couple therapists learn and apply the
practical techniques and methods of this approach in
counseling centers and clinical settings to reduce marital
problems.
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