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Objective: One of the most significant factors that can disrupt family health is the
breakdown of commitment and exclusivity in emotional and sexual relationships
and the creation of extramarital relationships, or marital infidelity. The current
study aimed to determine the effectiveness of integrated couples therapy on
intimacy and marital forgiveness among women affected by marital infidelity.
Methods and Materials: This study was a quasi-experimental research with a pre-
test, post-test, and three-month follow-up design, including a control group. The
study population consisted of all women affected by marital infidelity who sought
counseling at Tehran counseling centers in 2023. Among them, 30 participants
were selected through purposive sampling and were randomly assigned to either
the experimental or control group. Data were collected using the Marital Intimacy
Scale (Thompson & Walker, 1988) and the Marital Forgiveness Questionnaire
(Rey et al., 2001). The experimental group received Emotion-Focused Therapy
over 9 sessions (once a week for 90 minutes each). Data were analyzed using
repeated measures ANOVA with SPSS version 22.

Findings: Results showed that integrated couples therapy significantly increased
forgiveness (F=5.54, P<0.001) and marital intimacy (F=9.37, P<0.001) among
women affected by marital infidelity.

Conclusion: It can be concluded that integrated couples therapy is effective in
enhancing forgiveness and marital intimacy among women affected by marital
infidelity and can be used to reduce psychological problems in these women.
Keywords: Integrated couples therapy, marital forgiveness, marital intimacy, marital
infidelity.

1.

Introduction

esearchers have defined intimacy in various ways, but
the most common definition of intimacy is the feeling
of self-disclosure, sharing one's inner self, and feeling

closeness with a spouse. Intimacy is also defined as the
potential ability to build close relationships that encompass
high levels of communication, closeness, and commitment
(Mohammadi et al., 2022; Parsakia et al., 2023; Teymouri et
al., 2020). Smith (2016) considers intimacy to include nine
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dimensions: emotional, psychological, intellectual, sexual,
physical, spiritual, aesthetic, social-recreational. The overall
intensity of the need for intimacy and its nine dimensions
varies from person to person. Individuals differ from one
another in the intensity and type of intimacy based on
individual differences. Considering these differences among
individuals, it can be understood how a couple, whose
overall need for intimacy is similar in intensity, may still be
dissatisfied with sharing intimate experiences in their
relationship (Ammari et al., 2023; Arsalandeh et al., 2018).
Unfortunately, many spouses interpret these differences as
good or bad, healthy or unhealthy, desirable or unacceptable.
One of the primary tasks of therapists is to help couples
understand and accept differences in the intensity of their
needs. Couples entering therapy due to dissatisfaction with
intimacy needs gradually learn that their differences in the
intensity of overall needs and the intensity of need
dimensions are simply related to individual differences
(Mohammadi et al., 2022; Roddy et al., 2020).

The therapeutic model applicable in the treatment of
marital infidelity and its resulting harms is integrated
couples therapy, based on the trauma response theory
(Christensen et al., 2020a). According to the integrated
treatment model for infidelity, the treatment has three
phases: 1. ldentifying and understanding the traumatic
effects of infidelity, 2. Understanding the factors leading to
infidelity, and 3. Moving forward with this new
understanding and necessary changes (Ammari et al., 2023).
Empirical studies have supported this therapeutic model in
reducing harms resulting from infidelity (Barraca et al.,
2021; Barraca Mairal, 2015; Christensen & Doss, 2017;
Christensen et al., 2020b; Dattilio, 2005; Finney & Tadros,
2019; Karimian et al., 2017; Poursardar et al., 2019; Snyder
& Balderrama-Durbin, 2012; Sperry et al., 2006; Steele,
1997). Among these factors, considered as one of the threats
to the foundation of today's families, is the reduction of
marital forgiveness, defined as a serious change in decision-
making to cease hostile behaviors towards an offending
person. Reacting directly after unpleasant behavior may lead
to negative interactions between spouses. In contrast,
forgiveness prevents the occurrence of negative interaction
cycles in the relationship (Ammari et al., 2023). Therefore,
forgiveness enables the continuation of the relationship, the
creation of intimacy after threats, and becomes an important
tool for maintaining stable and long-term relationships
(Ebrahimi et al., 2023; He et al., 2018).

Given the aforementioned issues and considering the
nature of marital infidelity and its destructive effects on
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couples' relationships, it seems reasonable that effective
interventions should be implemented to help couples dealing
with this harmful phenomenon to repair the attachment
injuries resulting from this unfortunate event and to enhance
spouses' loyalty to the marital bond with the resumption of
secure bonds. Considering that in our country, there are
spouses who, despite marital infidelity and its resulting
harms, wish to repair their marital relationship and continue
living with their unfaithful spouse, and in the process of
adjusting to this situation and starting life with a new and
more informed perspective, they need counseling services,
the application of effective therapeutic interventions for
addressing and treating the harms resulting from marital
infidelity is of special importance. Given the statements
mentioned and considering the successful application of
integrated couples therapy in treating marital infidelity, and
noting that no research has been designed and conducted in
Iran regarding the effectiveness of integrated couples
therapy in treating marital infidelity and its resulting harms,
the present study was conducted with the aim of determining
the effectiveness of integrated couples therapy on intimacy
and marital forgiveness among women affected by marital
infidelity.

2. Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

The present study was a quasi-experimental research with
a pre-test, post-test, and three-month follow-up design,
including a control group. The study population consisted of
all women affected by marital infidelity who sought
counseling at Tehran counseling centers in the first six
months of 2023. According to the counseling centers'
officials, the total number of these individuals was 77. The
study sample consisted of 30 women affected by marital
infidelity who sought counseling at Tehran counseling
centers in 2023, selected through purposive sampling and
then randomly assigned to either the experimental or control
group. The required sample size for this design was
determined to be 30 individuals for each group using the
G*power software, based on an effect size of 0.35, an alpha
error probability of 0.05, and a test power of 0.75, across
three groups with three measurements (pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up). Inclusion criteria included informed
consent, the ability to participate in group therapy sessions,
a history of marital infidelity by the spouse (sexual and
emotional infidelity), age 20 to 50 years, education from
diploma to master's degree, not participating in other
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educational and therapeutic classes concurrently, and a lapse
of 3 to 6 months since the occurrence of marital infidelity.
Exclusion criteria included lack of willingness to continue
participating in the research, not meeting the entry criteria,
and absence in therapy sessions.

The intervention lasted 2 months, and the intervention
group was randomly divided into two groups of 15 people
each. The experimental group underwent integrated couples
therapy over 9 sessions (once a week for 90 minutes). The
control group received no intervention. Three months after
the post-test, a follow-up was conducted. For the execution
of the research, all subjects responded to the research
questionnaires and demographic questions before and after
the therapeutic sessions. The researcher also committed to
applying the intervention to the control group after the
study's conclusion to adhere to ethical principles.

2.2,  Measures
2.2.1. Marital Intimacy

This scale was developed by Thompson and Walker to
measure couple intimacy. It consists of 17 questions, with
scores ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (always), where higher
scores indicate greater intimacy. The overall reliability
coefficient of the scale using Cronbach's alpha was 0.96,
indicating acceptable reliability. The reliability remained
unaffected by the removal of any single item (Aziz et al.,
2018). The reliability of this questionnaire in this study was
obtained using Cronbach's alpha, reported to be 0.79.

2.2.2. Marital Forgiveness

This scale was developed by Ray et al. (2001) and
consists of 15 Likert-type questions (from strongly agree to
strongly disagree) designed to measure forgiveness towards
the offending person. Factor analysis revealed two factors:
one encompassing items that express negative thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors towards the offender (absence of
negativity) and the other representing positive thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors (presence of positivity), thus
measuring both negative and positive responses. Questions
are scored from 1 to 5, with higher scores indicating greater
forgiveness. Higher scores on this scale indicate more
forgiveness towards the offender. There was a positive
correlation between this scale and the Enright Forgiveness
Inventory and positive correlations with measures of
religiosity, spiritual health, hope, and social enthusiasm, and
negative correlations with trait anger and state anger scales
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(p<0.001, n=287). Cronbach's alpha reliability was reported
to be 0.87. The correlation obtained through item-total
correlation was relatively high (r=0.50-0.75) (Mohammadi
etal., 2016).

2.3. Intervention
2.3.1. Integrated Couple Therapy

The intervention sessions of integrated couples therapy
were developed and conducted over 9 sessions of 90 minutes
each, once a week (Christensen et al., 2020a):

Session 1: Introduction and Assessment

The first session was dedicated to building rapport with
the couples, explaining the therapy's goals, and assessing
their current relationship status, with a focus on
understanding the impact of infidelity. The therapist
introduced the concept of integrated couples therapy,
outlined the confidentiality norms, and encouraged open
communication. Couples were asked to share their
experiences and feelings about the infidelity, setting the
stage for a collaborative therapeutic process.

Session 2: Understanding Marital Infidelity

This session aimed at exploring the factors leading to
infidelity, acknowledging the emotions involved, and
recognizing the effects on the relationship. Couples
discussed the circumstances and personal vulnerabilities that
contributed to the infidelity, facilitated by the therapist to
foster empathy and a deeper understanding between
partners.

Session 3: Addressing Emotional Responses

Focusing on the emotional aftermath of infidelity, the
third session involved identifying and expressing the hurt,
betrayal, and other intense emotions experienced by both
partners. Therapeutic techniques were employed to help
manage these emotions constructively, promoting emotional
safety and validation within the therapeutic setting.

Session 4: Rebuilding Trust

In this session, the therapist worked with the couples to
establish steps towards rebuilding trust. Activities included
open discussions on what trust means to each partner,
identifying behaviors that erode or build trust, and
committing to specific, tangible actions that signify the
rebuilding of trust.

Session 5: Enhancing Communication

This session concentrated on enhancing communication
skills, with emphasis on effective listening, expressing needs
and feelings without blame, and using "I" statements.
Couples practiced these skills in session through guided
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dialogues, aimed at improving mutual understanding and
empathy.

Session 6: Intimacy Building

Focusing on rebuilding intimacy, this session encouraged
couples to explore their emotional, physical, and sexual
connection. The therapist guided couples through exercises
designed to increase closeness and intimacy, such as shared
activities or discussions about each other's needs and desires.

Session 7: Forgiveness and Letting Go

Dedicated to the process of forgiveness, couples were
guided to understand forgiveness as a choice and an ongoing
process. Discussions and exercises helped couples to express
forgiveness, understand the difference between forgiveness
and condoning the behavior, and acknowledge the pain
while choosing to move forward.

Session 8: Planning for the Future

This session aimed at developing a future-oriented
perspective, focusing on setting goals for the relationship
and discussing strategies to maintain the improvements
made during therapy. Couples worked together to outline
their hopes and expectations for their future together,
considering the tools and skills they have acquired.

Session 9: Closure and Follow-Up

The final session provided an opportunity for couples to
review their journey, celebrate progress, and discuss any

Table 1
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remaining concerns. The therapist provided feedback and
reinforced the importance of continued commitment to the
relationship goals set during therapy. A plan for follow-up
sessions or check-ins was also discussed to support the
couple in maintaining their gains.

2.4. Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics used means and standard deviations,
and inferential statistics used repeated measures ANOVA.
To check the assumptions of inferential tests, Levene's test
(for homogeneity of variances), Shapiro-Wilk test (for
normal distribution of data), tests for homogeneity of
regression, Mbox test, and Mauchly's test of sphericity were
employed. Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS
version 22.

3. Findings and Results

Demographic findings showed that there was no
significant difference in age between the integrated couples
therapy group and the control group (P=0.275). Similarly,
there was no significant difference in educational levels
between the two groups, indicating they were comparable in
this regard (P=0.583).

Central Tendency and Dispersion Indices for Research Variables in Experimental and Control Groups

Posttest Mean (SD) Follow-up Mean (SD)

Variable Group Pretest Mean (SD)

Marital Intimacy Experimental 44.68 (8.25)
Control 42.75 (7.23)

Marital Forgiveness Experimental 28.20 (8.97)
Control 28.86 (8.74)

50.68 (10.19) 52.43 (11.15)

43.56 (8.09) 4337 (8.31)
30.33 (9.14) 30.28 (8.93)
29.60 (8.70) 29.41 (9.29)

To examine the significance of the difference between
intimacy and marital forgiveness scores in the experimental
and control groups, repeated measures analysis of variance
was used. Before conducting the repeated measures
ANOVA, the assumptions were checked using Box's M,
Mauchly's sphericity, and Levene's test. Since Box's M test
was not significant for any of the research variables, the
assumption of homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices
was met. The nonsignificance of all variables in Levene's test
indicated that the assumption of equality of variances across
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groups was met, and the variance of the dependent variable
was equal across all groups. Finally, Mauchly's sphericity
test was significant for the variables of intimacy and marital
forgiveness, indicating that the assumption of sphericity
(equality of variances of the differences) was not met
(Mauchly’s W=0.45; df=2; p<0.0001). Therefore, the
Greenhouse-Geisser correction was used to examine the
univariate test results for within-group effects and
interaction effects.
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Results of Multivariate Analysis of Variance Test

Psychology of Woman Journal 4:3 (2023) 69-76

Effect Test Name Value F Test df Hypothesis df Error Significance Level Eta"2
Time Pillai's Trace 0.364 7.062 1 29 0.001 0.364
Wilks' Lambda 0.636 7.062 1 29 0.001 0.364
Hotelling's Trace 0.573 7.062 1 29 0.001 0.364
Roy's Largest Root 0.573 7.062 1 29 0.001 0.364
Time * Group Pillai's Trace 1.117 16.017 1 29 0.001 0.558
Wilks' Lambda 0.077 32.201 1 29 0.001 0.723
Hotelling's Trace 9.516 57.096 1 29 0.001 0.826
Roy's Largest Root 9.243 117.078 1 29 0.001 0.902

As observed in Table 2, the significance levels of all tests
were significant at the 0.001 level, indicating that there was
a significant difference in the mean scores for the
effectiveness of integrated couples therapy on improving
intimacy and marital forgiveness between the experimental
and control groups. Notably, Wilks' Lambda with a value of

Table 3

0.07 and an F-test of 32.20 showed a significant difference
between the scores of the effectiveness of integrated couples
therapy on improving intimacy and marital forgiveness in
the experimental and control groups at the 0.001 significance
level.

Repeated Measures ANOVA for Comparing Pretest, Posttest, and Follow-up of Marital Intimacy and Forgiveness in Experimental and Control Groups

Scale Source of Effect Sum of Squares Degrees of Freedom Mean Square F Significance Eta Squared
Marital Forgiveness Time 62.64 1.43 43.74 153.94  0.001 0.83

Time * Group 43.14 1.43 30.13 106.02  0.001 0.77

Group 22.04 1 22.04 5.54 0.001 0.15
Marital Intimacy Time 66.89 1.43 46.62 115.22  0.001 0.79

Time * Group 31.68 1.43 22.08 54.58 0.001 0.64

Group 253.50 1 253.50 9.37 0.001 0.23

The results in Table 3 indicate that the analysis of
variance for the within-group factor (time) was significant.
This means that the effect of time and group was significant.

Table 4

The interaction between group and time was also significant.
Post-hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni test were
conducted for pairwise group comparisons.

Bonferroni Post Hoc Test Results for Comparing Marital Intimacy and Forgiveness

Variable Comparisons Posttest Follow-up

Marital Forgiveness Pretest *3.59 *4.81
Posttest - 0.91

Marital Intimacy Pretest *-6.59 *-7.90
Posttest - -0.66

*p<0.01

Results in Table 4 show that the marital forgiveness score
in the experimental group at the post-test stage was higher
than that of the control group. In other words, the integrated
couples therapy group had a high effectiveness on improving
marital forgiveness. Furthermore, these results indicate that
marital forgiveness in the follow-up stage in the integrated
couples therapy group significantly increased compared to
the control group. The intimacy score in the experimental
group at the post-test stage was higher than that of the
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control group. In other words, the integrated couples therapy
group had a high effectiveness on improving marital
intimacy. Additionally, these results indicate that marital
intimacy in the follow-up stage in the experimental group
significantly increased compared to the control group.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The current study aimed to determine the effectiveness of
integrated couples therapy on forgiveness and marital
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intimacy among women affected by marital infidelity.
According to the findings, the integrated couples therapy
group demonstrated high effectiveness in improving marital
intimacy. Also, these results indicate that marital intimacy in
the follow-up phase in the integrated couples therapy group
significantly increased compared to the control group. These
findings are consistent with the previous research (Ammari
et al., 2023; Barraca et al., 2021; Barraca Mairal, 2015;
Christensen & Doss, 2017; Christensen et al., 2020a;
Christensen et al., 2020b; Dattilio, 2005; Finney & Tadros,
2019; Karimian et al., 2017; Poursardar et al., 2019; Snyder
& Balderrama-Durbin, 2012; Sperry et al., 2006; Steele,
1997).

In explaining this finding, it can be said that marital
infidelity leads to various damages in the relationship and its
members. Damages that manifest as emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral disturbances in couple relationships.
Situations such as severe emotional turmoil, anger, sorrow,
cognitive disturbance in the affected individual, blame,
destructive interaction patterns, humiliation, and insults in
the relationship ultimately manifest in the couple's
relationship. Integrated therapy strategies initially focus on
identifying negative emotions and evoking the feelings of
relationship members in the group with the help of
techniques based on emotional mindfulness in the group, as
well as providing a platform for group exchanges in the
design of feelings to help with the exclusive mindset of the
problem ("only I am facing this problem™) helps individuals
experience relatively less emotional turmoil and as a result,
the intensity of negative interactions of relationship
members in their shared relationship is reduced (Snyder &
Balderrama-Durbin, 2012). It can also be said that cognitive
techniques of integrated therapy, especially the thought-
stopping technique or helping to control and manage
cognitive disturbances alongside the contract setting
technique for not returning to the issue occurred in couple
communication patterns and practicing new behavioral
patterns in dealing with the problem occurred in and out of
the group with the help of techniques such as role-playing,
role exchange, in connection with preventing further
rumination in the affected individual. Cognitive
reconstruction techniques, as one of the main and
fundamental techniques of integrated couples therapy, help
affected individuals to achieve cognitive correction and
consequently react to the relationship and the issue occurred
based on positive cognitions instead of negative ones
(Finney & Tadros, 2019). Integrated couples therapy
primarily focuses on behavioral changes and interactions of
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couples and draws couples' attention to the explanations they
have for each other's behavior and to the standards and
mutual expectations they have from their marital
relationship. Since the revelation of marital infidelity mostly
leads to emotional turmoil and negative interactions in the
couple's relationship, the strategies or direct structure of
integrated couples therapy help members of the relationship
experience less emotional turmoil and consequently have
fewer negative interactions with each other. Therefore, the
effectiveness of integrated couples therapy as a directive
treatment on marital intimacy among women affected by
marital infidelity has been correctly confirmed by research.

Given the findings, it is observed that the integrated
couples therapy group had a high effectiveness on improving
marital forgiveness. Also, these results indicate that marital
forgiveness in the follow-up phase in the integrated couples
therapy group significantly increased compared to the
control group. These findings are consistent with the
mention studies.

In explaining this finding, it can be said that one of the
techniques in integrated couples therapy is cognitive
reappraisal, through which the individual becomes aware of
the reciprocal impact between thoughts and emotions, and
automatic incompatible evaluations are identified (Karimian
et al., 2017); therefore, it can be said that this technique in
integrated couples therapy can cause affected women to
become aware of inefficient cognitive processes leading to a
decrease in forgiveness and, by revising cognitive processes
and abandoning rumination thoughts, experience a better
marital relationship and consequently report better marital
forgiveness. Integrated couples therapy also teaches
individuals how to confront their unpleasant emotions and
cognitions and respond to their emotions and cognitions in a
more compatible way (Christensen et al., 2020a). This
treatment helps affected women have a better understanding
of the interaction of thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in
creating internal emotional experiences. Affected women
learn to gain a better awareness of their emotional and
cognitive experiences, challenge negative cognitive
evaluations of their feelings and negative emotions, identify
and correct emotion-driven behaviors, gain awareness and
tolerance of negative feelings during internal exposure, and
face their emotional experiences in situational and internal
contexts. All these skills, by correcting inefficient cognitive
and emotional habits, lead to a reduction in the intensity of
incompatible cognitive and emotional experiences and
return cognitive and emotional processing to a functional
level. This process also causes, with changes in cognitive
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processing with incomplete evidence, affected women to

show better individual and marital functioning and
consequently improve their marital forgiveness.

5. Limitations & Suggestions

Due to the study being conducted on women affected by
marital infidelity seeking counseling in Tehran, it is not
possible to generalize the results to women affected by
marital infidelity in other cities and provinces. Subjects may
have been influenced by the test conditions due to repeated
responses to a questionnaire (pre-test and post-test),

Psychology of Woman Journal 4:3 (2023) 69-76
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