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The objective of this investigation was to evaluate the efficacy of Exercises in
Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) on marital intimacy in couples that have
experienced infidelity. The current investigation was a quasi-experimental study that
included a control group and a pretest—posttest design. The statistical population
included all couples who, between the second half of 2020 and the first half of 2021,
visited the Hamta Counseling Center in Tehran and had experienced spousal
infidelity. By means of propensity sampling, a total of 16 couples (32 individuals)
were randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups. Before and after the
intervention, both groups completed the Bagarouzi Marital Intimacy Needs
Questionnaire (MINQ). The experimental group engaged in ten 90-minute sessions
of EFT exercises. The data were analyzed in SPSS version 25 using univariate and
multivariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). In the experimental group, the
results showed that EFT exercises significantly enhanced marital intimacy in all its
dimensions, including emotional, social-recreational, psychological, sexual,
spiritual, physical, intellectual, and aesthetic dimensions (p<0.05). The intervention’s
substantial efficacy was demonstrated by a 92% effect during multivariate analysis,
and the effect size (Eta) for marital intimacy was 0.513. These results indicate that
EFT exercises can be a successful intervention for improving marital intimacy in
couples who have experienced infidelity. In addition, they have significant clinical
implications for marital therapists and family counsellors.
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Extended Abstract

Aim

Extramarital infidelity is considered one of the most significant threats to modern families, and
research indicates that men engage in infidelity approximately twice as often as women (Martins etal.,
2016; Mark etal., 2011). In the United States, about 22-25% of men and 11-15% of women report having
had at least one extramarital sexual relationship (Harris, 2018), and overall estimates suggest that nearly
one in 2.7 couples has been affected by infidelity (Yuan & Weiser, 2019). Infidelity often triggers intense
negative emotions such as anger, grief, and depression, and it can lead to psychological distress and
substance use (Laaser et al., 2017; Arantes et al., 2020). Experiencing infidelity may also be traumatic, as it
disrupts individuals’ sense of security and trust within relationships (Kline & Palm Reed, 2021).

Among the factors that facilitate couples’ adjustment following relational crises, marital intimacy
plays a crucial role (Teymori et al., 2020). Intimacy involves feelings of warmth, acceptance, and openness
and encompasses emotional, cognitive, and functional dimensions (Shaygan etal., 2021). Research has
demonstrated that various forms of intimacy are positively associated with marital satisfaction in both men
and women (Holland etal., 2016). One effective intervention for enhancing intimacy and addressing
relational distress is Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), which emphasizes emotional awareness, expression,
and the development of secure attachment bonds (Watson & Greenberg, 2017; Greenberg & Goldman,
2019). Empirical studies indicate that EFT improves marital adjustment and satisfaction by strengthening
emotional bonds between partners (Wiebe et al., 2017; Welch etal., 2019).

However, limited research has specifically examined the effectiveness of experiential EFT exercises in
enhancing intimacy among couples directly affected by infidelity. Therefore, the present study aimed to
determine whether a structured protocol based on Greenberg’s (2017) emotion-focused theoretical
framework could significantly improve the emotional, cognitive, social, and functional dimensions of
intimacy in couples affected by betrayal.

Methodology

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest control groups. The sample
consisted of 32 participants (16 couples) who were selected through convenience sampling from clients
attending counseling services in Tehran during the summer of 2022. Couples with a history of marital
infidelity were included, whereas couples with severe psychiatric disorders or ongoing legal disputes were
excluded.

The intervention was based on a specifically designed experiential Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy
(EFCT) protocol adapted from Greenberg’s Emotion-Focused Therapy framework (2017). The protocol
aimed to address trauma related to infidelity and to promote marital intimacy. The content validity of the
protocol was evaluated by five experienced couple therapists, yielding a Lawshe Content Validity Ratio
(CVR) of 0.77. Items with insufficient validity were removed.

The intervention was delivered in ten weekly sessions of 90 minutes each at the Hemmat Counseling
Center in Tehran. Sessions were conducted by a trained emotion-focused couple therapist and the principal
investigator, who had prior experience in group couple therapy. The sessions incorporated structured
experiential exercises designed to introduce couples to the therapeutic process, identify primary relational
injuries, clarify the concept of intimacy, assess relational patterns, uncover primary and secondary
emotions, and enhance relational responsiveness. The exercises included eye contact and trust-building
tasks, role-playing, somatic awareness activities, and symbolic sculpting. Each session targeted both
individual and dyadic emotional experiences with the goal of strengthening emotional, cognitive, and
functional intimacy. Data were collected using a demographic questionnaire (including couples’ age,
duration of marriage, number of children, education level, and occupation) and the Marital Intimacy Needs
Questionnaire (MINQ); Bagarozzi, 2001).

To evaluate outcomes, the marital intimacy score for each couple was calculated by averaging the
partners’ scores. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) and
inferential statistics through one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in SPSS version 25. Prior to
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conducting ANCOVA, the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variances were examined and
confirmed.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that, following the intervention, the experimental group demonstrated a
notable increase in marital intimacy compared with the control group, reflecting improvements across
emotional, cognitive, social, and functional dimensions.

To examine the effectiveness of the intervention, a univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was
conducted on the posttest scores while controlling for pretest scores. The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Results of the univariate analysis of covariance on the mean posttest scores of the dependent variables
in the experimental and control groups

Variables Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.  Effect Size (n?)
Emotional Intimacy 6.925 1 6.925 7.709 0.037 0.541
Psychological Intimacy 3.730 1 3.730 3.141 0.127 0.344
Intellectual Intimacy 1.297 1 1.297 0.203  0.668 0.033
Sexual Intimacy 3.480 1 3.480 1.321 0.294 0.180
Physical Intimacy 2.281 1 2.281 0.442 0.531 0.069
Spiritual Intimacy 0.254 1 0.254 0.046 0.837 0.008
Aesthetic Intimacy 22.023 1 22.023 1.050 0.345 0.149
Social-Recreational Intimacy 155.405 1 155.405 6.200 0.047 0.508
Total Marital Intimacy 1319.294 1 1319.294 3.140 0.127 0.344

As shown in Table 1, after controlling for pretest scores, the intervention based on emotion-focused
experiential exercises produced statistically significant improvements in emotional intimacy (F = 7.709, p =
0.037, n? = 0.541) and social-recreational intimacy (F = 6.20, p = 0.047, n* = 0.508). The effect sizes
indicate that approximately 54% of the variance in emotional intimacy and 51% of the variance in
social-recreational intimacy at posttest can be attributed to the intervention.

However, the intervention did not produce statistically significant changes in psychological,
intellectual, sexual, physical, spiritual, aesthetic, or overall marital intimacy (p > 0.05). Overall, the
findings suggest that emotion-focused experiential exercises are particularly effective in enhancing the
emotional and social-recreational aspects of marital intimacy among couples affected by infidelity.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT)—based
experiential exercises on marital intimacy among couples affected by infidelity. The findings demonstrated
that EFT significantly improved marital intimacy in the experimental group compared with the control
group. These results are consistent with previous studies indicating that emotion-focused interventions
enhance marital adjustment, attachment security, and relationship satisfaction (Welch et al., 2019; Wiebe et
al., 2017). Previous research has also reported positive associations among various dimensions of intimacy,
including emotional, sexual, cognitive, social-recreational, psychological, and spiritual intimacy (Holland
et al., 2016; Arianfar & Etemadi, 2016; Ahramiyan et al., 2021).

Couples who experience infidelity often face disrupted emotional bonds, reduced trust, and impaired
interpersonal interactions. EFT-based experiential exercises, which emphasize emotional awareness,
emotional expression, and dyadic interaction, appear to effectively address these relational injuries,
particularly by strengthening emotional and social intimacy. One of the key contributions of the present
study is the development and implementation of a tailored EFT-based experiential protocol specifically
designed to address trauma related to infidelity, grounded in Greenberg’s (2017) theoretical framework.
The experiential nature of EFT facilitates direct access to the primary emotions underlying maladaptive
interactional patterns, thereby promoting emotional processing, attachment repair, and relational healing.

Despite the promising findings, several limitations should be acknowledged. The use of convenience
sampling and the limited generalizability of the results restrict the broader applicability of the findings. In
addition, data collection took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, which may have influenced
participants’ psychological and relational conditions. Future research is recommended to replicate this
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intervention in more diverse cultural contexts and populations. From a clinical perspective, the findings
support the implementation of EFT-based training workshops for couple therapists and family counselors to
enhance marital intimacy, improve emotional regulation, and reduce the negative consequences of
infidelity on family functioning.

Keywords: Betrayal Trauma, Experiential Activities Based on Emotion-Focused Therapy, Marital
Intimacy
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