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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of the McMaster model and Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) in improving
emotional self-regulation and communication skills among women seeking divorce who attended counseling centers in Zanjan, Iran. This
applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest and follow-up design with two intervention groups and one control group.
The statistical population comprised women seeking divorce who attended counseling and psychological service centers in Zanjan during
2024-2025. A total of 60 eligible women were selected through multistage sampling and randomly assigned to the McMaster model, EFT,
and control groups, with 20 participants in each group. The two experimental groups received ten 90-minute intervention sessions, whereas
the control group remained on a waiting list. Data were collected using standardized measures of emotion regulation and communication
skills. Data analysis was performed using mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures and Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons in
SPSS version 26. The multivariate time x group interaction was statistically significant (Wilks’ A=0.246, F=18.76, p<0.001, partial
1?=0.40). Significant time x group interactions were also observed for emotional self-regulation (F=27.41, p<0.001, partial n>=0.49) and
communication skills (F=30.22, p<0.001, partial n>=0.52). Both interventions produced significantly greater improvements in emotional
self-regulation and communication skills than the control condition (p<0.001). Bonferroni comparisons further indicated that the
McMaster model was significantly more effective than EFT in improving emotional self-regulation (mean difference=4.65, p=0.004) and
communication skills (mean difference=4.35, p=0.006). Both the McMaster model and EFT were effective in improving emotional self-
regulation and communication skills among women seeking divorce. However, the McMaster model demonstrated significantly greater
effectiveness on both outcomes, suggesting that its structured, systemic approach may be particularly useful in family counseling
interventions for women experiencing severe marital conflict.

Keywords: McMaster model; Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy; emotional self-regulation; communication skills; women seeking
divorce.
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal contexts for emotional security,
psychological well-being, family functioning, and social adjustment. The quality of marital relationships depends
not merely on the presence or absence of conflict but also on the ways in which partners regulate emotions,

communicate needs, respond to one another, resolve problems, and maintain emotional engagement. Contemporary
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couple and family therapy increasingly conceptualizes marital distress as a multidimensional phenomenon
involving interconnected emotional, behavioral, interpersonal, and systemic processes rather than as the
consequence of a single isolated problem (Hertlein & Washington, 2024; Lebow & Snyder, 2022; Reiter,
2024). Systemic interventions are therefore particularly relevant when marital problems involve multiple
dimensions of family functioning, and evidence indicates that systemic therapies can contribute to improvements
in family-functioning outcomes (Lebow & Carr, 2025). Meta-analytic evidence has similarly demonstrated that
couple interventions can produce meaningful improvements among couples experiencing marital distress (Joseph
et al., 2025).

Emotional self-regulation is one of the central psychological processes involved in maintaining adaptive marital
interactions. It refers to individuals’ capacity to identify, modify, manage, and express emotional responses in ways
that are appropriate to situational and interpersonal demands. Difficulties in emotion regulation may intensify
marital conflict by increasing impulsive reactions, hostility, withdrawal, avoidance, or defensive responding.
Conversely, adaptive emotion regulation may facilitate constructive responses to disagreement, enhance flexibility,
and reduce escalation of negative interactions. Recent theoretical developments conceptualize emotion regulation
as a dynamic and learnable process that can be modified through experience and psychological intervention (Wright
et al., 2025). Within close relationships, emotional regulation is also closely associated with attachment processes
because partners often function as important sources of emotional security and interpersonal regulation (Wiebe &
Johnson, 2016). Changes in trust, relationship-specific attachment, and emotional engagement have been shown
to predict therapeutic outcomes following couple therapy (Wiebe et al., 2017).

Communication skills represent another fundamental component of healthy marital functioning. Effective
communication enables partners to express needs, emotions, expectations, and concerns clearly, understand each
other’s perspectives, and manage disagreements in a constructive manner. In contrast, criticism, blame,
defensiveness, withdrawal, and ambiguous communication can perpetuate maladaptive relational cycles.
Contemporary couple therapy emphasizes not only model-specific techniques but also common therapeutic factors
such as the therapeutic alliance, emotional safety, collaboration, and opportunities to establish new patterns of
communication (Griffes & Blow, 2024). Clinical developments in couple therapy further indicate that intervention
should be responsive to the specific characteristics, needs, and relational patterns of each couple rather than applying
a uniform therapeutic strategy to all cases (Lebow & Snyder, 2024).

Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) is one of the prominent evidence-based approaches to marital distress.
Grounded in attachment theory, EFT focuses on identifying negative interactional cycles, accessing underlying
primary emotions, clarifying attachment needs, and restructuring emotional bonds between partners. Through
greater accessibility, responsiveness, and emotional engagement, couples are encouraged to replace defensive
interaction patterns with more secure and supportive patterns. Research reviews have supported the effectiveness
of EFT in improving relational functioning and reducing marital distress (Beasley & Ager, 2019; Wiebe &
Johnson, 2016). Meta-analytic evidence has also demonstrated its efficacy across studies (Rathgeber et al., 2019;

Spengler et al., 2024). Moreover, attachment changes produced during EFT have been associated with longer-
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term relational outcomes, including sexual satisfaction (Wiebe et al., 2019). Developments in emotion-focused
approaches further highlight the role of emotional processing as an important mechanism of therapeutic change
(Greenman et al., 2024).

The McMaster model, in contrast, provides a systemic and structured framework for understanding and modifying
family functioning. It emphasizes interconnected domains such as problem solving, communication, roles, affective
responsiveness, affective involvement, and behavioral control. Accordingly, marital difficulties are understood
within the broader organization of the family system, and intervention seeks to improve several functional
dimensions simultaneously. Such a framework may be particularly relevant to women seeking divorce, whose
difficulties may involve not only emotional distress but also chronic communication problems, ineffective problem
solving, unclear expectations, maladaptive roles, and deteriorated family functioning. Findings from couple
interventions in different clinical contexts suggest that structured relational treatments can improve marital
satisfaction and family functioning (Alirezaei & Izady, 2025). Family emotional expressiveness and broader
relational processes may also influence individuals’ psychological functioning, emphasizing the relevance of
systemic perspectives (Lombana Mims, 2026). Evidence regarding family-focused interventions further suggests
that changes in family processes may extend beyond treatment and influence subsequent psychological trajectories
(Colucci, 2026).

Marital distress may also affect sexual and intimate dimensions of the relationship. Sexual satisfaction is influenced
by individual, partner, and relationship characteristics (Velten & Margraf, 2017), while maintenance of sexual
desire in long-term relationships is closely associated with intimacy, communication, relational quality, and
responsiveness to partners’ needs (Mark & Lasslo, 2018). Consequently, emotional regulation, communication,
attachment, and marital intimacy should be considered interrelated aspects of couple functioning rather than
independent processes. Broader evidence regarding psychological interventions also supports the capacity of
structured interventions to modify psychological well-being and adaptive functioning (Carr et al., 2024). Despite
the growing evidence supporting EFT and systemic approaches, direct comparisons of EFT and the McMaster
model, particularly among women seeking divorce and with simultaneous emphasis on emotional self-regulation
and communication skills, remain limited. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of the
McMaster model and Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy on emotional self-regulation and communication skills
in women seeking divorce.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quantitative, applied, quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up
assessments and included two intervention groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of
women seeking divorce who were either in the process of filing for divorce or had attended counseling and
psychological service centers in Zanjan, Iran, because of divorce-related marital problems during 2024-2025.
Participants were recruited through multistage sampling. Initially, selected urban areas and eligible counseling
centers were randomly identified, after which eligible clients were screened according to the inclusion and exclusion

criteria. A total of 60 women were recruited and randomly allocated to three groups of 20 participants: the McMaster
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intervention group, the Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy group, and the control group. Eligibility criteria
included being a woman seeking divorce or experiencing severe marital conflict, having been married for at least
one year, being between 20 and 50 years of age, not having participated in couple therapy during the previous six
months, having no severe psychiatric disorder that would prevent participation, and providing informed consent.
Absence from more than two sessions, voluntary withdrawal, failure to complete assessments, development of a
severe psychological crisis, or major life changes preventing continued participation were considered exclusion
criteria.

Emotional self-regulation was assessed using the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, which contains 10 items
assessing cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression. Communication skills were evaluated using a couple
communication skills questionnaire assessing domains such as active listening, expression of emotions and needs,
empathy, mutual support, and conflict resolution. Family functioning was additionally evaluated through the Family
Assessment Device, which assesses problem solving, communication, roles, affective responsiveness, affective
involvement, behavioral control, and general family functioning. The experimental interventions consisted of ten
90-minute sessions. The McMaster intervention systematically addressed problem identification, assessment of
family functioning, clarification of problems, establishment of therapeutic goals, negotiation of expectations,
assignment of roles and tasks, problem solving, communication, affective functioning, evaluation of progress, and
relapse prevention. EFT was implemented through the three broad stages of de-escalation, restructuring attachment
bonds, and consolidation, including identification of negative interactional cycles, access to primary emotions and
unmet attachment needs, enhancement of acceptance and empathy, facilitation of emotional expression, creation of
new interactional patterns, and stabilization of positive relational cycles. The control group remained on a waiting
list during the intervention period. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics, assumption
tests, mixed analysis of variance with repeated measures, and Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise comparisons were used.
Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the three groups had relatively similar pretest scores. For emotional self-regulation,
the pretest means were 41.25+5.10 in the McMaster group, 40.80+4.92 in the EFT group, and 41.15+5.22 in the
control group. At posttest, these values increased to 63.10+4.85, 58.45+5.20, and 42.30+5.40, respectively. For
communication skills, pretest means were 39.50+4.90 in the McMaster group, 39.20+4.85 in the EFT group, and
39.70+5.00 in the control group. Posttest means were 61.75+4.60, 57.40+4.95, and 40.85+5.12, respectively.

The assumptions required for inferential analyses were satisfied. Shapiro—Wilk tests were nonsignificant for
emotional self-regulation (W=0.978, p=0.286) and communication skills (W=0.982, p=0.411). Levene’s tests were
also nonsignificant for emotional self-regulation (F=1.36, p=0.264) and communication skills (F=1.18, p=0.315).
Box’s M test was nonsignificant (Box’s M=13.84, F=1.17, p=0.214), supporting homogeneity of variance—
covariance matrices.

Mixed ANOVA showed significant effects of time, group, and the time x group interaction for both dependent

variables. For emotional self-regulation, significant effects were obtained for time (F=118.64, p<0.001, partial
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1n*=0.81), group (F=34.27, p<0.001, partial n>=0.55), and time % group interaction (F=27.41, p<0.001, partial
1*=0.49). For communication skills, the effects of time (F=129.31, p<0.001, partial n*=0.83), group (F=37.58,
p<0.001, partial n>=0.57), and time % group interaction (F=30.22, p<0.001, partial n>=0.52) were statistically
significant.

Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both interventions produced significantly greater improvements than the
control condition. For emotional self-regulation, the McMaster group outperformed the EFT group (mean
difference=4.65, p=0.004), the control group (mean difference=20.80, p<0.001), and the EFT group also
outperformed the control group (mean difference=16.15, p<0.001). For communication skills, the McMaster group
scored significantly higher than the EFT group (mean difference=4.35, p=0.006) and the control group (mean
difference=20.90, p<0.001), while the EFT group also scored higher than the control group (mean difference=16.55,
p<0.001).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that both the McMaster model and Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy were effective
in improving emotional self-regulation and communication skills among women seeking divorce. The
improvements observed in the EFT group can be explained by the intervention’s emphasis on recognizing negative
relational cycles, accessing primary emotions, identifying unmet emotional needs, and replacing defensive reactions
with more accessible and responsive interactions. By helping participants understand the emotional processes
underlying conflict and express their needs more effectively, EFT may reduce emotional reactivity and facilitate
constructive communication.

The effectiveness of the McMaster model may be attributed to its broader systemic and structured orientation.
Rather than focusing primarily on attachment and emotional experience, this intervention simultaneously targets
several domains of family functioning, including communication, problem solving, roles, affective responsiveness,
and behavioral regulation. Improvement across these interconnected domains may have created a more predictable
and organized relational context in which participants were better able to manage emotions and communicate
effectively. The direct assignment of tasks, clarification of responsibilities, monitoring of progress, and structured
problem-solving procedures may also have facilitated the transfer of therapeutic learning into everyday marital
interactions.

Importantly, the McMaster model demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness than EFT for both emotional
self-regulation and communication skills. This finding may reflect the multidimensional nature of difficulties
experienced by women seeking divorce. When marital distress is chronic and includes simultaneous difficulties in
communication, emotional responding, roles, expectations, and problem solving, a broad systemic intervention may
generate cumulative change across several domains at once. Nevertheless, the significant improvement observed
following EFT confirms that an attachment- and emotion-oriented intervention also provides substantial therapeutic
benefits.

Overall, the findings indicate that both interventions can be considered effective approaches for women

experiencing severe marital conflict and seeking divorce. However, within the conditions of the present study, the
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McMaster model produced greater improvements in emotional self-regulation and communication skills. These
findings highlight the clinical value of comprehensive, structured, and systemically oriented interventions in family
counseling and divorce-related psychological services, while also supporting the therapeutic usefulness of
emotionally focused approaches for modifying maladaptive emotional and interactional patterns.
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