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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Persistent marital conflicts may reduce partners’ perceived attraction,
weaken emotional bonds, and restrict the expression of positive feelings within intimate
relationships. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness and durability of schema therapy and
cognitive behavioral therapy in improving couple attraction and the expression of positive feelings
among conflictual couples.

Methodology: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest—follow-up
design with a control group. The statistical population consisted of conflictual couples who
attended Bamdad Clinic in the Saadat Abad district of Tehran during the first half of 2024. Using
purposive sampling, 45 couples were recruited and randomly assigned to schema therapy,
cognitive behavioral therapy, and control groups, with 15 couples in each group. Data were
collected using the Positive Feelings Questionnaire and the Couple Attraction Questionnaire. The
data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise
comparisons.

Findings: Both interventions produced significant improvements in behavioral attraction,
emotional attraction, total expression of positive feelings, general feelings toward the spouse, and
positive feelings toward the spouse compared with the control group (p<0.001). At posttest,
schema therapy was significantly more effective than cognitive behavioral therapy in improving
behavioral attraction (p=0.040), emotional attraction (p=0.012), total positive feelings (p=0.005),
general feelings toward the spouse (p=0.018), and positive feelings toward the spouse (p=0.012).
The superiority of schema therapy remained significant at follow-up for behavioral attraction
(p=0.020), emotional attraction (p=0.025), total positive feelings (p=0.002), general feelings
toward the spouse (p=0.008), and positive feelings toward the spouse (p=0.010). No significant
differences were found between posttest and follow-up scores in either intervention group,
indicating that the therapeutic improvements were relatively stable over time.

Conclusion: Schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy are both effective in enhancing
couple attraction and the expression of positive feelings among conflictual couples. However,
schema therapy appears to produce stronger and more durable improvements and may therefore be
particularly appropriate for addressing persistent emotional and relational patterns in couples
experiencing chronic marital conflict.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships constitute one of the most
influential interpersonal contexts for psychological
well-being, emotional security, sexual satisfaction,
and family functioning. Although disagreement is an
inevitable component of intimate relationships,
persistent and unresolved marital conflict can
gradually weaken emotional intimacy, diminish
positive interaction, and reduce spouses’ willingness
to engage constructively with one another. Marital
conflict is a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by
differences in  expectations, beliefs, values,
communication  patterns, emotional  regulation
capacities, parenting practices, financial concerns,
sexual needs, and the distribution of familial roles.
When couples lack effective strategies for managing
such differences, conflict may become chronic and be
expressed through criticism, contempt, defensiveness,
emotional withdrawal, hostility, or repeated cycles of
attack and avoidance (Lopez-Ixta et al., 2025; Tasew &
Getahun, 2021). In addition to its relational
consequences, marital conflict may negatively affect
physical and psychological health. Repeated exposure
to conflict can activate stress-related biological
processes and intensify inflammatory responses,
thereby increasing the long-term burden of marital
stress on health (wilson et al., 2024). Emotional
regulation is particularly important in this context
because the ability to manage emotional arousal can
buffer the association between stressful experiences
and psychological distress (Haver et al., 2023).

One of the important consequences of chronic marital
conflict is the reduction of perceived attraction
between spouses. Attraction in marital relationships is
not restricted to physical appearance; rather, it
includes behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and
interpersonal dimensions. Spouses may perceive one
another as attractive because of warmth, empathy,
responsibility, respect, emotional accessibility,
reliability, and the capacity to provide psychological
security. Physical attractiveness also remains relevant
to marital satisfaction, particularly when it is
experienced alongside love, sexual compatibility, and
mutual respect (Husain et al., 2024). Attractiveness may
influence partner selection and romantic preferences,
particularly when combined with perceived similarity
in values and beliefs (Bowman, 2024). Nevertheless, in
established relationships, perceived attraction is
continuously  reconstructed  through  everyday
interactions. Supportive and affectionate behaviors
may increase attraction, whereas criticism,

humiliation, neglect, and emotional unavailability can
diminish it.

Nonverbal behavior is also central to the perception of
attraction. Facial expression, eye contact, tone of
voice, physical proximity, affectionate touch, and
emotional responsiveness communicate acceptance
and interest. Research has demonstrated that
nonverbal expressivity and physical attractiveness
contribute to liking both during first impressions and
in established relationships (Fultz et al., 2024).
Therefore, attraction is not merely a stable personal
characteristic but a relational perception that develops
through  repeated interpersonal  experiences.
Emotional interpretation also affects this process.
Individuals with high intolerance of uncertainty may
interpret ambiguous relational signals as threatening
and react more intensely to emotional stimuli (Wiese
et al., 2023). In marital relationships, this may lead
spouses to interpret neutral behavior as rejection,
indifference, or loss of attraction.

The expression of positive feelings is another central
component of satisfying marital relationships. It
includes affection, appreciation, admiration, empathy,
emotional support, respect, and positive regard toward
the spouse. Positive feelings may be communicated
verbally through affectionate statements and
expressions of gratitude or nonverbally through
smiling, touching, attentive listening, and supportive
behavior. Positive emotions are not merely temporary
pleasant experiences; they can broaden cognitive and
behavioral repertoires and contribute to the formation
of enduring psychological and relational resources.
Greater differentiation and awareness of positive
emotions have been associated with higher levels of
well-being (Tan et al., 2022). Positive emotional
experiences may also encourage prosocial tendencies
and reduce self-focused attention (Sturm et al., 2022).
In marital relationships, repeated expressions of
affection and appreciation can produce reciprocal
positive responses and strengthen intimacy.

Conversely, suppression of positive feelings may
gradually create emotional distance. Even when
affection exists, failure to express it may be
interpreted as indifference or rejection. Power
relations, gender expectations, and culturally defined
marital roles can also influence how spouses express
needs and emotions throughout marital life (Ustunel et
al., 2022). Positive emotions, communication skills,
and marital commitment have been identified as
significant predictors of marital quality (Yazdani,
2023). Thus, the expression of positive feelings may
function both as an indicator of marital quality and as




an active mechanism through which intimacy is
maintained.

Schema therapy and cognitive behavioral therapy are
two prominent therapeutic approaches for modifying
dysfunctional relational patterns. Schema therapy is
an integrative treatment that combines cognitive,
behavioral, experiential, interpersonal, attachment-
based, and psychodynamic principles. It focuses on
early maladaptive schemas, coping styles, and schema
modes that originate from unmet emotional needs and
become activated in adult relationships. The use of
schema modes facilitates the conceptualization of
rapidly changing emotional and behavioral states such
as the vulnerable child, angry child, punitive parent,
detached protector, and overcompensator modes
(Edwards, 2022). A central therapeutic objective is
strengthening the healthy adult mode, which is
associated with emotional regulation, self-awareness,
responsibility, empathy, and the capacity to meet
emotional needs adaptively (Salicru, 2023). Schema
therapy has been evaluated in comparison with
cognitive behavioral and supportive treatments and is
particularly relevant to persistent and deeply rooted
emotional difficulties (Kopf-Beck et al., 2020).

Within marital relationships, schemas such as
emotional deprivation, abandonment, mistrust,
defectiveness, subjugation, and unrelenting standards
may distort perceptions of the spouse and intensify
conflict. Schema-focused interventions have been
associated with improvements in relationship
functioning among couples with marital conflict
(Fadaei-Moghadam et al., 2022). Emotional schema
therapy has also improved emotional maturity,
interactional patterns, and sexual self-concept (Aghili
et al., 2022), reduced emotion-regulation difficulties
and increased marital satisfaction (Masoumi-Tabar et
al., 2020), and enhanced emotional expressivity
(Ghadiani & Nejad-Hosseini, 2020). Moreover, schema
therapy has reduced ambivalence over emotional
expression and improved mentalization (Farmanbar et
al., 2023).

Cognitive behavioral therapy focuses on identifying
and modifying dysfunctional thoughts, cognitive
distortions, and maladaptive behaviors. In distressed
couples, mind reading, overgeneralization, labeling,
catastrophizing, selective attention to negative
behavior, and all-or-nothing thinking may intensify
conflict. Cognitive restructuring can help individuals
evaluate evidence more accurately and replace rigid
interpretations with balanced alternatives (Fadhli &
Situmorang, 2021). In couple therapy, this process is
combined with communication training, problem
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solving, anger management, and the reinforcement of
positive relational behaviors. Emotional coregulation
may also improve when couples learn to respond to
vulnerability with support rather than hostility or
withdrawal (Conroy et al., 2023). Accordingly, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness and
durability of schema therapy and cognitive behavioral
therapy in improving couple attraction and the
expression of positive feelings among conflictual
couples.

Methodology

The study was applied in purpose and used a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest—follow-up design with a
control group. The statistical population consisted of
conflictual couples who attended Bamdad Clinic in
the Saadat Abad district of Tehran during the first half
of 2024 to receive counseling and psychotherapy
services. Participants were selected through purposive
sampling. A total of 45 couples, equivalent to 90
individuals, were included and randomly assigned to
three groups: schema therapy, cognitive behavioral
therapy, and control. Each group consisted of 15
couples. Eligibility criteria included the presence of
marital conflict based on clinical screening, continued
cohabitation, willingness of both spouses to
participate, literacy, absence of a severe psychiatric
condition requiring immediate intervention, and no
simultaneous participation in another couple-therapy
program. Withdrawal, absence from more than two
sessions, initiation of another psychological treatment,
or the emergence of a severe marital or psychological
crisis were considered exclusion criteria.

Data were collected using the Positive Feelings
Questionnaire  and the  Couple  Attraction
Questionnaire. The Positive Feelings Questionnaire
contains 17 items and evaluates general feelings
toward the spouse and positive feelings toward the
spouse using a seven-point response scale. Higher
scores represent stronger positive feelings. The
Couple Attraction Questionnaire includes eight items
and assesses behavioral and emotional attraction using
a five-point response scale. Higher scores indicate
greater perceived attraction toward the spouse.

The schema therapy intervention was conducted in ten
weekly 90-minute group sessions. The protocol
included psychoeducation about schemas and schema
modes, identification of early maladaptive schemas,
analysis of marital schema cycles, cognitive
restructuring, imagery rescripting, chair work,
recognition of unmet emotional needs, emotional
validation, empathic communication, replacement of
maladaptive coping responses, and relapse prevention.
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The cognitive behavioral intervention was also
delivered in ten weekly 90-minute sessions and
included education about the cognitive model,
identification of automatic thoughts, modification of
cognitive distortions, communication-skills training,
problem solving, anger management, behavioral
rehearsal, reinforcement of positive interaction,
affectionate communication, and relapse prevention.
The control group received no  structured
psychological intervention during the study period.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics,
including means and standard deviations, and
inferential statistics. The Shapiro—Wilk test was used
to assess normality, Levene’s test was used to
examine homogeneity of variances, and Mauchly’s
test was applied to evaluate sphericity. Repeated-
measures analysis of variance was used to examine
the effects of time, group, and the time-by-group
interaction. Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons
were conducted to identify the location of significant
differences. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The descriptive results showed that the three groups
had relatively similar pretest scores. However,
substantial improvements were observed in both
intervention groups at posttest and follow-up. The
mean total positive-feelings score in the schema
therapy group increased from 49.20 at pretest to 87.60
at posttest and remained at 84.90 at follow-up. In the
cognitive behavioral therapy group, the corresponding
means were 48.50, 81.40, and 77.00, whereas the
control group showed only minor changes from 49.00
to 50.80 and 51.20.

For total couple attraction, the schema therapy group
increased from 18.90 at pretest to 31.40 at posttest
and 30.60 at follow-up. The cognitive behavioral
therapy group increased from 19.10 to 28.80 and
27.20, while the control group remained relatively
stable at 19.20, 20.10, and 20.40. Similar patterns
were observed for behavioral attraction, emotional
attraction, general feelings toward the spouse, and
positive feelings toward the spouse.

The assumptions of repeated-measures analysis were
met. Shapiro-Wilk significance values were greater
than 0.05, indicating normal distributions. Levene’s
test was nonsignificant for all variables across
measurement stages, supporting homogeneity of
variances. The sphericity assumption was also
satisfied.

Repeated-measures analysis of variance showed
significant main effects of time and group for all

study variables. More importantly, the time-by-group
interaction was significant for total positive feelings,
general feelings toward the spouse, positive feelings
toward the spouse, total couple attraction, behavioral
attraction, and emotional attraction. These findings
indicated that changes across the three measurement
stages differed significantly according to group
membership.

Bonferroni  comparisons  showed that both
interventions were significantly more effective than
the control condition. At posttest, schema therapy
produced significantly higher scores than cognitive
behavioral therapy for total positive feelings,
behavioral attraction, emotional attraction, general
feelings toward the spouse, positive feelings toward
the spouse, and total couple attraction. These
differences remained significant at follow-up.
Comparisons within groups indicated significant
improvements from pretest to posttest and from
pretest to follow-up in both intervention groups. In
contrast, differences between posttest and follow-up
were not significant, indicating relative maintenance
of treatment gains. No significant changes were
observed in the control group.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both schema therapy
and cognitive behavioral therapy were effective in
improving couple attraction and the expression of
positive feelings among conflictual couples. The
significant time-by-group interactions confirmed that
the observed improvements were associated with the
therapeutic interventions rather than the passage of
time. Both approaches increased behavioral and
emotional attraction, strengthened positive
evaluations of the spouse, and enhanced affectionate
and supportive emotional expression.

The effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy may
be explained by the correction of distorted
interpretations and the development of more adaptive
communication and problem-solving behaviors. By
challenging mind reading, overgeneralization,
labeling, and negative selective attention, participants
may have become better able to recognize desirable
qualities in their spouses. Behavioral exercises,
positive reinforcement, and communication training
may also have increased affectionate behavior and
reduced hostile exchanges.

Schema therapy produced stronger and more durable
effects than cognitive behavioral therapy. This
superiority may be related to its emphasis on deeper
emotional structures, unmet attachment needs, and




longstanding relational patterns. By identifying
schema activation and maladaptive coping modes,
couples may have developed greater awareness of the
vulnerability underlying criticism, withdrawal, anger,
or controlling behavior. Experiential techniques may
also have reduced shame, fear of rejection, emotional
deprivation, and reluctance to express affection. As
these deeper patterns changed, spouses were likely
able to perceive one another as more emotionally
accessible, attractive, trustworthy, and worthy of
positive regard.

The absence of significant differences between
posttest and follow-up suggests that the therapeutic
gains were relatively stable. The maintenance of
improvement may reflect continued use of
communication skills, emotional-regulation strategies,
cognitive  restructuring, and  schema-awareness
techniques after treatment ended. The stronger follow-
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up performance of schema therapy suggests that
interventions targeting both current interactions and
underlying emotional patterns may be particularly
useful for couples with chronic conflict.

Overall, schema therapy and cognitive behavioral
therapy can both be considered effective interventions
for improving attraction and positive emotional
expression in distressed couples. However, schema
therapy appears to provide greater benefits when
relational problems are rooted in persistent schemas,
unmet emotional needs, attachment insecurity, and
repetitive maladaptive interaction cycles. These
findings support the integration of schema-focused
interventions into couple counseling programs and
highlight the importance of addressing both
observable relational behavior and the deeper
emotional meanings that organize marital interaction.
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