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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marital conflicts and deficits in cognitive emotion regulation
are key determinants of relationship quality and stability in couples. The present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of Solution-Focused Couples Therapy (SFCT) and
the Gottman Couples Therapy approach in improving conflict resolution patterns and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies among conflicting couples.

Methodology: This study employed an experimental design with a pre-test—post-test and
a control group. The statistical population consisted of conflicting couples attending
counseling centers in Kermanshah during 2023-2024, from which 45 participants were
selected through simple random sampling and assigned to three groups. The first
experimental group received 9 sessions of SFCT, and the second received 10 sessions of
Gottman therapy, while the control group received no intervention. Data were collected
using the Marital Conflict Questionnaire and the Cognitive Emotion Regulation

Questionnaire and analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
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Behavior, and Health, 4(3), 1-16. Conclusion: Both approaches are effective interventions for improving cognitive-
emotional interactions in conflicting couples; however, the Gottman approach
demonstrates superior depth and durability of outcomes. It is recommended that
practitioners integrate both approaches based on couples’ needs to optimize marital
functioning and psychological well-being.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships constitute one of the most
fundamental social institutions, playing a central role
in individuals’ psychological well-being, emotional
security, and social functioning.  However,
contemporary socio-cultural transformations have
introduced increasing complexity into marital
dynamics, leading to a rise in interpersonal conflicts
among couples. Marital conflict, although inevitable
in intimate relationships, becomes problematic when
managed through maladaptive patterns such as
criticism, withdrawal, and emotional reactivity,
ultimately undermining relationship stability and
satisfaction (Fincham & Beach, 2019, 2022). Research
consistently demonstrates that the quality of conflict
resolution, rather than the mere presence of conflict, is
a key determinant of relationship outcomes. In this
context, understanding and improving the
mechanisms underlying conflict resolution is essential
for promoting marital adjustment and long-term
relational health.

One of the critical psychological processes
influencing marital interactions is cognitive emotion
regulation, which refers to the cognitive strategies
individuals employ to manage and interpret
emotionally arousing situations. Adaptive strategies
such as positive reappraisal, acceptance, and planning
have been associated with improved relationship
satisfaction and emotional stability, whereas
maladaptive strategies such as rumination and blame
exacerbate interpersonal tensions (Garnefski & Kraaij,
2019; Gross & Thompson, 2022). Moreover, emotion
regulation is not merely an intrapersonal process but
unfolds within relational contexts, influencing and
being influenced by partners’ responses. Empirical
evidence suggests that couples who effectively
regulate emotions demonstrate greater resilience,
enhanced communication, and reduced conflict
intensity (Balzarotti et al., 2021; Overall et al., 2020).
Conversely, deficits in emotion regulation are
strongly linked to heightened marital distress and
dysfunctional interaction patterns (Joormann & Stanton,
2021; Karimi et al., 2022).

In response to these challenges, couple therapy has
emerged as a prominent intervention aimed at
improving relationship functioning by targeting
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral processes.
Among various therapeutic approaches, Solution-
Focused Couples Therapy (SFCT) and the Gottman
approach have gained significant empirical support.

SFCT, grounded in social constructionism,
emphasizes strengths, future-oriented thinking, and
solution-building rather than problem analysis. It
utilizes techniques such as the miracle question,
scaling, and exception finding to foster cognitive
shifts and enhance perceived self-efficacy (de Shazer &
Dolan, 2020; Franklin et al., 2019). Research indicates
that SFCT is effective in improving marital
satisfaction, enhancing positive emotions, and
reducing conflict through promoting adaptive
cognitive frameworks (Ahmadi et al., 2023; Kim, 2021).
Meta-analytic findings further support its efficacy in
reducing couple conflict and improving relational
outcomes (Kim, 2020).

In contrast, the Gottman approach is based on decades
of empirical research on marital interactions and
focuses on identifying and modifying dysfunctional
communication patterns. Central to this approach is
the concept of the “Four Horsemen”—criticism,
contempt, defensiveness, and stonewalling—which
are predictive of relationship dissolution. The
Gottman model emphasizes building emotional
connection, enhancing communication skills, and
fostering mutual understanding through structured
interventions (Gottman, 2022; Gottman & Silver, 2021).
Empirical studies have demonstrated that Gottman-
based interventions significantly improve
communication patterns, reduce negative interactions,
and enhance emotional regulation and relationship
satisfaction (Rahimi & Ghasemi, 2022; Salehi et al., 2024;
Sarchuni, 2024). Furthermore, comparative analyses
suggest that the Gottman approach may yield more
enduring changes due to its comprehensive focus on
relational dynamics (Paydari-Niam & Jadidian, 2025).

Despite the demonstrated effectiveness of both
approaches, comparative research examining their
differential impact on conflict resolution patterns and
cognitive emotion regulation remains limited,
particularly within non-Western cultural contexts.
Cultural factors, including norms regarding emotional
expression and gender roles, may influence both the
manifestation of marital conflict and the effectiveness
of therapeutic interventions (Mirzaei et al., 2022). In
Iran, studies indicate that couples often rely on
maladaptive strategies such as avoidance and
emotional suppression, highlighting the need for
culturally sensitive interventions (Sadeghi, 2021).
Therefore, a comparative investigation of SFCT and
the Gottman approach can provide valuable insights
into their relative effectiveness and inform evidence-
based practice in culturally diverse settings (Rahimi &
Ghaffari, 2023).




Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the
effectiveness of Solution-Focused Couples Therapy
and the Gottman approach on conflict resolution
patterns and cognitive emotion regulation strategies
among conflicting couples.

Methodology

The present study employed an experimental design
with a pre-test—post-test format and a control group.
The statistical population consisted of couples
experiencing marital conflict who referred to
counseling centers in Kermanshah during the years
2023 to 2024. From this population, 45 participants
(23 women and 22 men) were selected using simple
random sampling and randomly assigned to three
groups: two experimental groups and one control
group, each consisting of 15 participants.

The first experimental group received nine sessions of
Solution-Focused Couples Therapy, while the second
experimental group participated in ten sessions based
on the Gottman Couples Therapy approach. Each
session lasted approximately 90 minutes and was
conducted weekly. The control group did not receive
any intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using two standardized
instruments: a marital conflict questionnaire assessing
various dimensions of conflict resolution patterns and
a cognitive emotion regulation questionnaire
measuring adaptive and maladaptive cognitive
strategies. Participants completed both instruments at
the pre-test and post-test stages.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS software.
Descriptive statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated, and inferential analyses
were performed using multivariate analysis of
covariance (MANCOVA) to assess the effectiveness
of the interventions while controlling for pre-test
scores. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of
variance, and homogeneity of regression slopes were
verified prior to conducting the analyses.

Findings

The results of the multivariate analysis indicated that
both Solution-Focused Couples Therapy and the
Gottman approach had statistically significant effects
on improving conflict resolution patterns and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies compared to
the control group (p < 0.01). Participants in both
experimental groups demonstrated reductions in
maladaptive conflict behaviors, including emotional
reactivity, avoidance, and ineffective communication,
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as well as improvements in constructive strategies
such as cooperation, mutual understanding, and
effective dialogue.

However, significant differences were observed
between the two intervention groups. The Gottman
approach showed a stronger effect in reducing
destructive  conflict patterns and improving
communication quality. Participants in this group
exhibited substantial decreases in negative interaction
patterns and greater improvements in emotional
stability and relational functioning. Effect sizes
indicated that the impact of the Gottman intervention
was consistently higher across most dimensions of
conflict resolution.

In terms of cognitive emotion regulation, both
interventions led to increases in adaptive strategies
such as positive reappraisal, acceptance, and planning,
as well as decreases in maladaptive strategies such as
rumination and blame. Nevertheless, the magnitude of
change was greater in the Gottman group, indicating a
more pronounced improvement in emotional
regulation abilities. The persistence of these changes
in follow-up assessments suggested that the effects of
the Gottman intervention were more stable over time
compared to the Solution-Focused approach.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that
both Solution-Focused Couples Therapy and the
Gottman approach are effective interventions for
improving conflict resolution patterns and cognitive
emotion regulation strategies among conflicting
couples. These results highlight the importance of
addressing both cognitive and emotional processes in
marital interventions, as improvements in these
domains contribute to healthier communication
patterns and enhanced relational functioning.

The greater effectiveness of the Gottman approach
can be attributed to its comprehensive and structured
focus on interactional dynamics within the
relationship. By targeting maladaptive communication
patterns and providing couples with practical tools for
managing conflict and emotional responses, this
approach facilitates deeper and more sustainable
changes in relational behavior. The emphasis on
emotional attunement and real-time interactional
skills likely contributes to the durability of its effects.

In contrast, Solution-Focused Couples Therapy
appears to exert its influence primarily through
cognitive restructuring and the enhancement of
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positive emotional experiences. By encouraging
couples to focus on strengths, resources, and future-
oriented solutions, this approach fosters hope, self-
efficacy, and motivation for change. While effective,
its relatively limited focus on interactional processes
may account for its comparatively smaller and less
enduring effects on conflict resolution.

Overall, the findings suggest that both approaches
have distinct yet complementary strengths. The
integration of Solution-Focused techniques with the
structured and interaction-focused strategies of the
Gottman approach may offer a more holistic and
effective framework for addressing marital conflict.
Such an integrative model could simultaneously

enhance cognitive flexibility, emotional regulation,
and communication skills, leading to more robust and
sustained improvements in relationship quality.

In conclusion, the present study underscores the value
of evidence-based couple therapy interventions in
promoting healthier marital relationships. By
improving  conflict resolution and emotional
regulation, these interventions contribute to greater
marital satisfaction and psychological well-being.
Future applications may benefit from tailoring
therapeutic approaches to the specific needs and
cultural context of couples, as well as exploring
combined intervention models to maximize
therapeutic outcomes.
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