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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Given the critical role of sexual self-efficacy and fear of intimacy
in marital relationship quality and the persistence of chronic conflict, this study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy on these two key constructs.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study with a pretest—posttest control group design
was conducted on 45 couples with chronic marital conflict referred to counseling centers
in Tehran; participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned
to experimental and control groups, the experimental group received eight 90-minute
sessions of cognitive behavioral therapy, and data were collected using standardized
measures of sexual self-efficacy and fear of intimacy and analyzed using repeated
measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings: The results of repeated measures ANOVA indicated a significant interaction
effect of time and group on sexual self-efficacy (F=54.11, p<0.01, 1>=0.56) and fear of
intimacy (F=46.73, p<0.01, 1*=0.51), and Bonferroni tests confirmed a significant increase
in sexual self-efficacy and a significant decrease in fear of intimacy in the experimental
group compared to the control group.

Conclusion: Cognitive behavioral therapy can be considered an effective intervention for
enhancing sexual self-efficacy and reducing fear of intimacy in couples with chronic
marital conflict, thereby improving marital relationship quality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships constitute one of the most
fundamental interpersonal  systems influencing
psychological well-being, emotional stability, and
overall quality of life. Chronic marital conflict,
however, represents a persistent and multifaceted
challenge that undermines relational functioning and
contributes to emotional distress, dissatisfaction, and
dysfunction in both individual and dyadic domains.
Empirical evidence indicates that unresolved and
prolonged marital conflicts are closely associated with
diminished emotional intimacy, impaired
communication patterns, and increased vulnerability to
psychological disorders (Navaneetham & Kanth, 2022;
Rokach & Chan, 2023). Within this context, two critical
constructs—sexual  self-efficacy and fear of
intimacy—play a central role in shaping the quality and
stability of marital relationships. Sexual self-efficacy
refers to an individual’s belief in their capacity to
engage in satisfying sexual interactions, manage sexual
challenges, and maintain emotional closeness within
sexual contexts. Lower levels of sexual self-efficacy
have been linked to increased anxiety, avoidance
behaviors, and reduced sexual satisfaction (Meamar et
al., 2025). Conversely, fear of intimacy involves
apprehension and avoidance of emotional closeness
due to concerns about vulnerability, rejection, or loss
of autonomy, which significantly impairs relational
bonding and mutual understanding (Sobhani et al.,
2021).

The interplay between these constructs is particularly
pronounced in couples experiencing chronic marital
conflict. Research suggests that diminished sexual self-
efficacy and heightened fear of intimacy create a
reciprocal cycle that exacerbates relational distress and
hinders conflict resolution (Farhan & Ismail, 2022;
Rowland et al., 2024). Furthermore, psychological and
contextual factors such as stress, trauma, body image
concerns, and sociocultural influences may intensify
these dynamics, contributing to the persistence of
maladaptive relational patterns (Praca et al., 2024; Sebri
& Pravettoni, 2023). In recent years, cognitive-
behavioral therapy (CBT) has emerged as a prominent
evidence-based intervention for addressing relational
and sexual dysfunctions. CBT focuses on modifying
dysfunctional  cognitions, enhancing  adaptive
behaviors, and improving emotional regulation,
thereby facilitating healthier interpersonal interactions
(Branquinho et al., 2022; Mestre-Bach et al., 2022).
Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of CBT in
improving sexual functioning, increasing sexual self-

efficacy, and reducing anxiety related to intimacy
(Erfanifar et al., 2022; Latifi et al., 2025). Moreover, CBT-
based interventions have been shown to be effective
across diverse formats, including face-to-face, online,
and blended modalities, highlighting their adaptability
and broad applicability (zarski et al., 2022).

Additionally, contemporary research emphasizes the
importance of dyadic and couple-based approaches in
addressing marital challenges. These approaches
consider the reciprocal influence of partners’
cognitions, emotions, and behaviors, thereby providing
a more comprehensive framework for intervention
(Castro et al., 2023). Factors such as perfectionism,
irrational beliefs, and emotional dysregulation have
been identified as key contributors to marital conflict
and reduced intimacy, further underscoring the
relevance  of  cognitive-behavioral  frameworks
(Hamedani et al., 2024; Vakilian et al., 2024). Given these
considerations, the present study aimed to investigate
the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy on
sexual self-efficacy and fear of intimacy among
couples experiencing chronic marital conflict.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest—posttest control group structure.
The statistical population consisted of couples
experiencing chronic marital conflict who were
referred to counseling centers in Tehran. A total of 45
couples (90 individuals) were selected using purposive
sampling based on predefined inclusion criteria,
including a minimum duration of marriage, presence of
chronic marital conflict, and willingness to participate
in the intervention. Participants were randomly
assigned to an experimental group and a control group.

Data collection was conducted using standardized
instruments assessing sexual self-efficacy and fear of
intimacy. The intervention for the experimental group
consisted of eight weekly sessions of cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy, each lasting approximately
90 minutes. The sessions focused on cognitive
restructuring, identification of dysfunctional beliefs,
enhancement of communication skills, emotional
expression, problem-solving techniques, and reduction
of performance anxiety in sexual contexts. The control
group did not receive any intervention during the study
period.

Data analysis was performed using statistical software,
incorporating both descriptive and inferential methods.
Repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA)
was used to examine within-group and between-group
differences over time, and Bonferroni post hoc tests




were applied for pairwise comparisons. Assumptions
of normality, homogeneity of variance, and sphericity
were assessed prior to analysis.

Findings

The findings revealed that the experimental and control
groups were comparable in terms of demographic
characteristics, including age, education level, and
duration of marriage, indicating baseline homogeneity.
Descriptive statistics showed a substantial increase in
sexual self-efficacy scores in the experimental group
from pretest to posttest, whereas the control group
exhibited minimal change. Similarly, fear of intimacy
scores significantly decreased in the experimental
group, while only negligible reductions were observed
in the control group.

Inferential analysis using repeated measures ANOVA
indicated a significant main effect of time and a
significant interaction effect between time and group
for both sexual self-efficacy and fear of intimacy.
These results suggest that the observed changes were
not merely due to the passage of time but were
specifically attributable to the cognitive-behavioral
intervention. The effect sizes for the interaction terms
were large, reflecting the substantial impact of the
intervention on the dependent variables.

Furthermore, Bonferroni post hoc comparisons
confirmed that the differences between pretest and
posttest scores in the experimental group were
statistically significant for both variables, whereas no
significant differences were found in the control group.
Overall, the results demonstrate that cognitive-
behavioral therapy effectively enhanced sexual self-
efficacy and reduced fear of intimacy among couples
with chronic marital conflict.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study provides robust evidence supporting
the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral therapy in
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improving key relational constructs among couples
experiencing chronic marital conflict. The observed
increase in sexual self-efficacy can be attributed to the
cognitive restructuring processes inherent in CBT,
which enable individuals to challenge maladaptive
beliefs, reduce performance anxiety, and develop a
stronger sense of competence in sexual interactions. By
fostering adaptive coping strategies and reinforcing
positive behavioral experiences, CBT enhances
individuals’ confidence in their ability to engage in
satisfying and meaningful sexual relationships.

Similarly, the reduction in fear of intimacy observed in
the experimental group reflects the impact of CBT on
emotional and cognitive processes underlying
relational avoidance. Through techniques such as
exposure, emotional expression, and communication
training, participants were able to confront and modify
their fears related to vulnerability and rejection. This
led to increased openness, trust, and emotional
closeness within the relationship, thereby improving
overall relational functioning.

The findings also highlight the interconnected nature
of sexual self-efficacy and intimacy, suggesting that
improvements in one domain can facilitate positive
changes in the other. By addressing both cognitive and
behavioral dimensions of relational functioning, CBT
provides a comprehensive framework for breaking the
cycle of conflict, avoidance, and dissatisfaction that
characterizes many distressed relationships.

In conclusion, the results of this study underscore the
potential of cognitive-behavioral therapy as an
effective intervention for enhancing sexual self-
efficacy and reducing fear of intimacy in couples with
chronic marital conflict. These findings have important
implications for clinical practice, suggesting that
integrating CBT-based approaches into couple therapy
programs can significantly improve relational
outcomes and promote long-term marital stability.
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