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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy and schema-focused couple therapy in improving
communication patterns, sexual functioning, and psychological functioning among couples attending the Parto Omid Counseling Center
in Fereydunkenar. This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population comprised couples attending the Parto Omid Counseling Center in Fereydunkenar in 2026. Following purposive screening, 48
eligible participants were randomly assigned to cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, schema-focused couple therapy, and control groups,
with 16 participants in each group. Data were collected using the Communication Patterns Questionnaire, sexual functioning
questionnaires, and the Iranian Family Psychological Functioning Scale. Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy was delivered in ten 90-
minute sessions, whereas schema-focused couple therapy consisted of ten weekly 50-minute sessions. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 26, multivariate analysis of covariance, and Bonferroni-adjusted post hoc comparisons. Inferential analyses indicated significant
posttest differences among the groups in psychological functioning (F=8.739, p=.005), communication patterns (F=36.694, p<.001), and
sexual functioning (F=10.151, p=.003). Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons further demonstrated that both intervention groups differed
significantly from the control group across all dependent variables. Direct comparison of the two active treatments showed that schema-
focused couple therapy produced significantly greater improvement than cognitive-behavioral couple therapy in psychological functioning
(MD=53.17), sexual functioning (MD=6.12), and communication patterns (MD=—14.35). Both cognitive-behavioral and schema-focused
couple therapies are effective interventions for improving couples’ communication, sexual functioning, and psychological functioning.
However, the superior effects observed for schema-focused couple therapy suggest that addressing deeper maladaptive schemas and
enduring emotional patterns may provide greater therapeutic benefits for couples experiencing multidimensional and persistent relational
difficulties.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, schema-focused couple therapy, communication patterns, sexual functioning,
psychological functioning, couples.
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute a central context for emotional security, psychological well-being, intimacy, and
the fulfillment of interpersonal needs. Nevertheless, marital relationships may become vulnerable when couples
repeatedly experience unresolved conflicts, ineffective communication, emotional disengagement, sexual
dissatisfaction, or difficulties in regulating cognition and emotion. Contemporary perspectives increasingly
conceptualize marital distress as the product of reciprocal interactions among cognitive appraisals, emotional
responses, behavioral patterns, and deeper relational vulnerabilities rather than as the consequence of isolated
disagreements. Evidence indicates that cognitive reappraisal and negative emotional urgency interact with couples’
communication during conflict, suggesting that the manner in which partners interpret and regulate emotionally
charged situations can shape whether disagreement develops into constructive problem solving or escalating conflict
(Poole et al., 2024). Communication patterns are particularly important because repetitive demand-withdrawal,
mutual avoidance, criticism, defensiveness, and ineffective emotional expression can maintain marital distress,
whereas constructive communication, validation, and collaborative problem solving may contribute to relational
adjustment. Cognitive and systemic couple interventions have accordingly been shown to improve communication

patterns and reduce marital conflict (Salehi et al., 2024). Comparative evidence also indicates that couple-based
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interventions may improve behavioral flexibility and reduce psychological vulnerability among distressed couples
(Jamali et al., 2024), while cognitive-behavioral couple therapy has specifically demonstrated effectiveness in
modifying dysfunctional communication patterns and maladaptive relationship beliefs (Shirinkam et al., 2025).
Similar findings have been reported among couples approaching divorce, for whom cognitive-behavioral couple
therapy has contributed to improvements in communication-related beliefs and marital burnout (Vaslehchi et al.,
2024). Communication difficulties are also intertwined with emotional regulation and sexual functioning. Studies
comparing emotion-focused and cognitive-behavioral interventions have demonstrated meaningful changes in
family communication boundaries and maladaptive relational configurations among individuals experiencing
sexual dysfunction (Firouzi et al., 2024), while other comparative couple interventions have produced
improvements in communication patterns among conflicted couples (Biramaloui et al., 2024). Sexual functioning
represents another major dimension of marital quality because desire, arousal, orgasm, satisfaction, sexual comfort,
and the capacity to communicate sexual needs are influenced by both interpersonal and intrapsychic processes.
Cognitive-behavioral therapy has been associated with improvements in sexual satisfaction and reductions in
marital conflict (Kia & Mahmoudian Dastnaei, 2024), as well as enhanced sexual intimacy, marital relationship
quality, and reduced marital silence (Mortazavian & Vaziri Nasab, 2024). Couple-based therapies have also been
associated with improved sexual satisfaction in infertile couples (Ahmadi, 2025) and with improved sexual
functioning among women affected by infidelity (Ammari et al., 2023). The importance of cognitive and relational
processes in sexual functioning is further supported by evidence concerning the role of sexual schemas in couples’
sexual satisfaction (Binandeh et al., 2024) and by ongoing randomized clinical research evaluating cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy for difficulties involving sexual interest and arousal (Shimizu et al., 2026). Beyond
communication and sexual functioning, psychological functioning within the couple and family system
encompasses emotional regulation, perceived security, autonomy, conflict resolution, cohesion, behavioral control,
and adaptive coping. Cognitive-behavioral and emotionally informed couple interventions have demonstrated
beneficial effects on marital intimacy, burnout, emotion regulation, and marital satisfaction (Farajkhah et al.,
2025; Nadri et al., 2025). However, cognitive-behavioral approaches primarily target current maladaptive
thoughts, behaviors, and interaction patterns, whereas schema-focused couple therapy places greater emphasis on
early maladaptive schemas, unmet emotional needs, enduring coping styles, and recurrent affective reactions.
Research has linked emotional schemas with marital distress through communication aggression (Khodayi &
Zinalli, 2024), connected emotional schemas and communication patterns with trust following infidelity (Miri et
al., 2024), and identified maladaptive schemas as important mechanisms linking personality and attachment
characteristics with communication skills and marital conflict (Rahiman, 2024). Schema therapy has also been
shown to improve communication skills and reduce marital conflict among couples applying for divorce (Rasouli
Rad et al., 2023). Taken together, this evidence suggests that both cognitive-behavioral and schema-oriented
interventions may influence central domains of marital functioning, yet direct comparisons across communication,
sexual functioning, and broader psychological functioning remain limited. Therefore, the present study aimed to

compare the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy and schema-focused couple therapy in improving
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communication patterns, sexual functioning, and psychological functioning among couples attending the Parto
Omid Counseling Center in Fereydunkenar.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with two intervention groups and one
control group. The statistical population consisted of 270 married individuals attending the Parto Omid Counseling
Center in Fereydunkenar in 2026. Participants were initially recruited through purposive non-random sampling.
Following an invitation to participate, consenting individuals completed the study instruments, and those meeting
the study’s screening criteria proceeded to the allocation stage. A total of 48 eligible participants were randomly
assigned to three groups of 16: cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, schema-focused couple therapy, and control.
All groups were evaluated at pretest and posttest. Data were collected using the Communication Patterns
Questionnaire, the female and male sexual functioning measures used in the study, and the Iranian Family
Psychological Functioning Scale. The cognitive-behavioral couple therapy intervention comprised ten 90-minute
sessions and included therapeutic alliance formation, behavioral exchange strategies, communication training,
empathy and validation, identification and modification of automatic thoughts, cognitive restructuring, management
of cognitive distortions, impulse control, mood enhancement, stress management, problem-solving skills, muscular
relaxation, and consolidation of acquired skills. The schema-focused couple therapy intervention comprised ten
weekly 50-minute sessions and included establishing a safe therapeutic relationship, identifying maladaptive
schemas, introducing the schema model, examining unmet childhood needs, identifying coping styles, evaluating
evidence supporting and contradicting maladaptive schemas, and employing cognitive, experiential, and behavioral
schema-change strategies. The final session focused on review, consolidation, troubleshooting, and termination.
The control group did not receive either of the experimental interventions during the study period. Data were
analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive statistics included means and standard deviations. Inferential analyses
included tests of normality, Levene’s test for homogeneity of variances, Box’s M test for homogeneity of covariance
matrices, Wilks’ lambda multivariate test, multivariate analysis of covariance, and Bonferroni-adjusted pairwise
comparisons. Statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level.

Findings

Descriptive results showed substantial improvement from pretest to posttest in both intervention groups, whereas
the control group exhibited minimal change. The mean total psychological functioning score increased from
311.125 to 412.312 in the cognitive-behavioral group and from 314.312 to 458.187 in the schema-focused group,
compared with a change from 308.937 to 314.750 in the control group. The total communication-pattern score
decreased from 156.375 to 137.375 in the cognitive-behavioral group and from 151.812 to 122.562 in the schema-
focused group, while remaining essentially unchanged in the control group, from 157.062 to 157.125. Total sexual
functioning increased from 31.791 to 41.833 in the cognitive-behavioral group and from 32.138 to 47.952 in the
schema-focused group, whereas the control group changed from 31.736 to 31.719. Preliminary analyses supported
the assumptions required for multivariate analysis. Normality was supported for all major outcome variables,

Levene’s tests were non-significant for psychological functioning (F=2.642, p=0.082), communication patterns
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(F=0.749, p=0.478), and sexual functioning (F=0.061, p=0.941), and Box’s M test was also non-significant (Box’s
M=17.948, F=1.350, p=0.183). The multivariate effect was significant, Wilks’ A=0.034, F=61.966, p<0.001,
1n*=0.816, with statistical power of 1.000. Following adjustment for pretest scores, significant between-group effects
were obtained for psychological functioning, F=8.739, p=0.005, ?>=0.166; communication patterns, F=36.694,
p<0.001, n>=0.455; and sexual functioning, F=10.151, p=0.003, n>=0.187. Bonferroni-adjusted comparisons
showed that both interventions differed significantly from the control group across all three main outcomes. For
psychological functioning, the adjusted mean difference was 92.038 between cognitive-behavioral therapy and
control and 145.204 between schema-focused therapy and control. Schema-focused therapy also exceeded
cognitive-behavioral therapy by 53.166 points. For communication patterns, cognitive-behavioral therapy produced
an adjusted mean difference of -20.096 relative to control and schema-focused therapy produced a difference of -
34.443; the direct difference between the two active treatments was 14.348 in favor of schema-focused therapy in
reducing maladaptive communication. For sexual functioning, cognitive-behavioral therapy exceeded control by
9.976 points and schema-focused therapy exceeded control by 16.096 points, while the schema-focused intervention
exceeded cognitive-behavioral therapy by 6.120 points. All of these pairwise comparisons were significant at
p<0.001.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both cognitive-behavioral couple therapy and schema-focused couple therapy were
effective in improving major domains of marital functioning, including psychological functioning, communication
patterns, and sexual functioning. The significant multivariate effect and the moderate-to-large effect sizes suggest
that the observed changes were not confined to a single dimension of marital adjustment but reflected a broader
modification of the relational system. Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy likely produced improvements through
restructuring dysfunctional interpretations, reducing cognitive distortions, teaching communication and problem-
solving skills, strengthening behavioral exchanges, and increasing emotional self-regulation. These mechanisms
can interrupt repetitive cycles of criticism, withdrawal, avoidance, and maladaptive attribution and replace them
with more constructive patterns of interaction. Improvements in communication may subsequently facilitate
emotional closeness and reduce interpersonal tension, thereby contributing to better sexual and psychological
functioning.

Schema-focused couple therapy, however, produced consistently greater improvements than cognitive-behavioral
therapy. This superiority may be explained by its deeper focus on longstanding cognitive-emotional structures rather
than only on present interaction patterns. Early maladaptive schemas can shape how individuals interpret intimacy,
rejection, criticism, emotional availability, dependence, autonomy, and sexual experiences. When these schemas
are repeatedly activated within marriage, partners may respond to current situations through coping patterns rooted
in earlier experiences rather than through flexible interpretations of the present relationship. By identifying unmet
emotional needs, recognizing coping styles, modifying schema-driven interpretations, and using cognitive,
experiential, and behavioral techniques, schema-focused therapy may alter both the immediate behavior and the

deeper emotional meaning attached to marital interactions. Such changes can reduce dysfunctional communication
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while simultaneously increasing emotional security, intimacy, psychological functioning, and sexual
responsiveness.

The particularly large effect observed for communication patterns indicates that relational interaction may be one
of the domains most directly responsive to structured couple interventions. At the same time, improvements in
sexual functioning suggest that sexual difficulties should not be understood solely as isolated physiological
concerns; they may also reflect emotional safety, relational trust, cognitive expectations, communication quality,
and the ability to express needs. Similarly, enhanced psychological functioning indicates that improving the couple
relationship can extend beyond marital satisfaction and influence broader aspects of emotional regulation, security,
autonomy, cohesion, and conflict management. Overall, the study supports the clinical utility of both interventions
while indicating a relative advantage for schema-focused couple therapy when couples present with
multidimensional and potentially deeply rooted relational difficulties. It can therefore be concluded that cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy is an effective structured intervention for modifying maladaptive cognitions, behaviors,
and communication processes, whereas schema-focused couple therapy may offer additional benefits by addressing
enduring cognitive-emotional patterns underlying recurrent marital distress.
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