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The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused
Couple Therapy (EFCT) on Self-Handicapping and perceived stress among
married nurses in Sari, Iran. This semi-experimental study was conducted using
a pretest—posttest control group design. The statistical population consisted of
all married female nurses working in public hospitals in Sari in 2024. Based on
the inclusion criteria, 30 married female nurses were selected through purposive
sampling and were randomly assigned to the experimental (n = 15) and control
(n=15) groups. Data were collected using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) and
the Self-Handicapping Scale (SHS). The experimental group received eight 90-
minute weekly EFCT sessions, while the control group received no intervention.
Following the intervention, both groups completed the study questionnaires
again. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance
(MANCOVA) via SPSS version 26. The results indicated significant differences
between the two groups in the posttest scores of Self-Handicapping (F = 40.27,
p < .05) and perceived stress (F = 63.68, p < .05) after controlling for pretest
effects. These findings suggest that Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy can
effectively reduce Self-Handicapping and perceived stress among married
nurses. The intervention may therefore be recommended as a valuable approach
to promoting mental health and enhancing family quality of life among this
workforce group.
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The Effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy on Self-Handicapping and
Perceived Stress among Married Nurses in Sari City

Extended Abstract
Aim

Nurses, as the primary workforce of the healthcare system and the frontline advocates of patient well-being, play a critical role
in sustaining care delivery and ensuring health service quality. Exposure to highly stressful environments can trigger
maladaptive coping responses, which may lead to negative health outcomes (Osborne et al., 2020). Among married nurses,
conflict between occupational demands and family roles can undermine motivation and diminish professional performance. In
this context, self-handicapping emerges as a significant psychological construct linked to reduced self-efficacy and heightened
performance anxiety (Esmaeili et al., 2019). Self-Handicapping refers to cognitive and behavioral strategies through which
individuals deliberately create obstacles or excuses prior to performance, allowing them to attribute potential failure to external
factors while internalizing success as a personal capability (Ali-Akbari et al., 2025). Emotion-focused couple therapy (EFCT)
has been identified as an effective intervention for addressing relational distress, enhancing emotional regulation, and
strengthening attachment bonds between partners (Nosrat Talab Haghi et al., 2025; Golmohammadi et al., 2024). Grounded in
humanistic and systemic traditions, EFCT developed by Greenberg and Johnson focuses on identifying maladaptive interaction
cycles and facilitating the expression of vulnerable emotions to foster secure emotional connection within couples (Timulak et
al., 2025). Therefore, a clear research gap is evident in this area, underscoring the need for a rigorous study to evaluate the
effects of this therapeutic approach within this occupational group. Accordingly, the present study seeks to examine whether
Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy is effective in reducing Self-Handicapping and perceived stress among married nurses in
Sari County.

Methodology
This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The target population consisted of
married female nurses working in public hospitals in Sari, Iran, in 2024. Sample size was calculated using G¥*Power software
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based on an effect size of 0.50, a significance level of 0.05, and a power of 0.80. To enhance external validity, thirty eligible
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned (simple randomization via lottery) to the
intervention group (n = 15) and the control group (n = 15).

Inclusion criteria were being 2540 years old, having at least one year of marital life, ability to read and write, not having
participated in similar interventions during the previous six months, and providing informed consent. Exclusion criteria
included psychotic or severe mood disorders, use of mood stabilizers or anxiolytic medication during the past three months,
occurrence of major family crises during the intervention period, absence from more than two consecutive or three
nonconsecutive sessions, and incomplete questionnaire data at post-test. Data were collected using the Self-Handicapping Scale
developed by Jones and Rhodewalt (1982) and the Perceived Stress Scale by Cohen et al. (1983). Validity and reliability of the
Persian versions have been confirmed in prior Iranian studies. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.85
for the self-handicapping scale and 0.83 for the perceived stress scale. Following the pretest assessment, the intervention group
received eight 90-minute weekly sessions of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) based on Johnson’s model (2004).The
control group did not receive any intervention during the study period. After completion of the sessions, both groups completed
the post-test assessments.

Findings

The means and standard deviations of pretest and posttest scores for Self-Handicapping and perceived stress in the intervention
and control groups indicate that in the intervention group, Self-Handicapping (pretest: 93.30 £ 11.38, posttest: 60.93 + 15.57)
and perceived stress (pretest: 43.46 + 7.26, posttest: 25.66 + 5.96) significantly decreased after the intervention, whereas no
notable changes were observed in the control group (Self-Handicapping pretest: 91.53 £ 10.80, posttest: 91.46 + 1.32; perceived
stress pretest: 43.80 + 6.20, posttest: 43.93 + 6.26). Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances (Levene’s test),
regression slope homogeneity, and correlations among dependent variables were all verified. Multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) indicated that the Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) intervention had a significant effect on
at least one of the dependent variables (F = 56.00, p < 0.001, partial n?> = 0.90). Univariate ANCOVA analyses revealed that
the intervention significantly reduced Self-Handicapping (F = 40.27, p < 0.05, partial n?> = 0.89) and perceived stress (F = 63.68,
p <0.05, partial 2= 0.76) among married nurses. These findings demonstrate a strong and significant impact of the intervention
on participants’ psychological well-being. The results of Wilks’ Lambda test indicated a statistically significant difference
between the experimental and control groups on at least one of the measured dimensions (p <.001), as presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) Examining Group Membership Effects

Test Value F Sig Effect size
Pillai's effect 0.90 56.00 0.000 0.90
Wilks Lambda 0.100 56.00 0.000 0.90
Hoteling's effect 8.96 56.00 0.000 0.90
Roy's Largest Root 8.96 56.00 0.000 0.90

Therefore, to examine the effect of the intervention on each individual variable, the results of the univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) following the MANCOVA are presented. The results are reported in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of Multivariate Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) for Examining the Between-Group Effects of
the Component

Variable Source SS DF MS F Sig n

Negative mood Pre-test 456.41 1 456.41 7.43 0.001 0.136
Groups 78945.18 1 78945.18 12.10 0.000 0.564

Error 59641.36 27 5941.28
Excuse-Making Pre-test 368.28 1 368.28 3.41 0.000 0.216
Groups 6254.71 1 6254.71 8.34 0.002 0.698

Error 8654.07 27 163.92
Effort Pre-test 1527.53 1 1527.53 4.14 0.001 0.196
Groups 2536.32 1 2536.32 19.16 0.004 0.874

Error 3794.47 27 102.56
Total self-handicapping score Pre-test 1458.73 1 1458.73 6.32 0.003 0.107
Groups 6992.13 1 6992.13 40.27 0.000 0.894

Error 7069.16 27 123.03
Perceived self-efficacy Pre-test 617.11 1 617.11 5.09 0.000 0.149

Groups 4968.56 1 4968.56 11.63 0.000 0.745
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Error 5236.53 27 169.20
Perceived helplessness Pre-test 179.32 1 179.32 4.27 0.000 0.212
Groups 4972.80 1 4972.80 26.25 0.001 0.834

Error 1098.48 27 294.13
Total perceived stress score Pre-test 2502.53 1 2502.53 543 0.000 0.117
Groups 1978.35 1 1978.35 63.68 0.000 0.763

Error 103.12 27 172.38

The results presented in Table 2 indicate that there were significant differences between the experimental and control groups
across all study variables (p < 0.05). Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) reduced self-handicapping, negative mood,
excuse-making, perceived helplessness, and perceived stress, while increasing effort and perceived self-efficacy. The reported
F values and effect sizes support the effectiveness of the intervention

Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) on Self-Handicapping perceived
stress among married nurses in Sari. The findings indicated that the intervention led to a significant reduction in both Self-
Handicapping and perceived stress in the experimental group, whereas no notable changes were observed in the control group
(Salmanzadeh & Sajadian, 2023; Gol Mohammadi et al., 2024). Married nurses often face high occupational stress and reduced
quality of life due to the unique challenges of their work environment (Tal Saban & Zaguri-Weinberg, 2022; Pérez-Valdecantos
et al., 2022). EFCT is based on the premise that emotions play a central role in human adaptation and growth. Through this
approach, individuals learn to interact with their own and others’ emotions in a conscious, empathetic, and responsive manner,
rather than relying on avoidance or Self-Handicapping behaviors (Senol et al., 2023). This process facilitates the healing of
past emotional wounds, reduces emotional exhaustion, and reconstructs adaptive relational patterns (Rashid et al., 2024).
Additionally, married nurses are trained to safely express their vulnerabilities to their partners and receive empathetic responses,
promoting a secure relational pattern, increasing marital satisfaction, and enhancing emotional balance in both personal and
professional life (Sotoudeh-Navrudi et al., 2024; Spengler et al., 2024; Klo et al., 2022). This study has several limitations that
should be considered when interpreting and generalizing the findings. First, the focus on married nurses in Sari limits
generalizability to single nurses, staff from other departments, or nurses in different regions. Second, potential mediating and
moderating factors, such as individual differences in coping skills, personality traits, or spousal support, were not controlled.
Third, reliance on self-report measures may introduce response bias. Fourth, the number of therapy sessions was fixed, and
long-term follow-up was not conducted. Future research should consider more diverse samples, rigorous designs, and
longitudinal assessments to better evaluate EFCT’s effectiveness. Overall, the findings suggest that EFCT can significantly
reduce perceived stress and Self-Handicapping among married nurses. Therefore, incorporating such interventions into hospital
staff psychological support programs and providing training in emotion regulation skills for nurse couples may effectively
promote mental well-being and enhance family life quality. This study faced several limitations, including its focus on married
nurses from a single geographical area, the lack of control over certain individual variables, and reliance on self-report
measures, which may limit the generalizability of the findings. Nevertheless, the results indicate that Emotion-Focused Couple
Therapy can significantly reduce perceived stress and Self-incapacitation among married nurses. Accordingly, incorporating
this intervention into psychological support programs for nursing staff is recommended to enhance both mental health and
family quality of life.
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