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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Marital infidelity is defined as a person crossing the boundaries of the marital relationship by
establishing physical and emotional intimacy with someone outside the family relationship (Starratt, Weekes-
Shackelford, Shackelford, 2017). Couples who have experienced infidelity often report poorer marital functioning,
greater cognitive impairment, and more severe emotional distress than couples who have never experienced infidelity
(Gordon & Baucom, 2003). Various cognitive factors contribute to marital dissatisfaction. One of these factors is
schemas. Schemas are constructs that are formed based on reality or experience and, as mediators, influence
individuals' behavioral responses (Leahy, 2019).

Moreover, research shows that infidelity and its consequences lead to the deterioration of dimensions of marital
quality of life. Quality of marital life has been defined by concepts such as happiness, success, stability, adjustment
and marital satisfaction, all of which can be undermined by infidelity (Custer, Lawrence, 2009).

Another variable related to marital infidelity is cognitive emotion regulation. Most psychological disorders are
characterized by emotional disturbance, which are fundamentally associated with impaired functioning in emotion
regulation. The experience of negative emotions is inevitable in human life and emotion regulation is one of the most
important tasks for physical and psychological health, especially in marital relationships (Kring & Werner, 2004).
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Research has shown that the harmful consequences of infidelity can last for a long time, unless couples receive
appropriate couples therapy (Baucom, Snyder, & Gordon, 2009). One of the most important approaches in this area
is intervention in couples' schemas. Schema therapy addresses the deepest level of cognition and targets primary
maladaptive schemas, using cognitive, experiential (emotional), behavioral, and interpersonal strategies to help
patients overcome these schemas. In the schema-based approach, the focus is on increasing awareness and insight,
understanding the role of schemas in maintaining problematic situations, and modulating the way schemas are
activated and acted upon (Castonguay & Hill, 2007).

Another approach that emphasizes controlling behavior and emotion and ultimately leads to increased life
satisfaction in couples is emotion-focused therapy. This therapy is a constructive approach in which therapists are
considered experts in their own experiences. The change process in this approach is defined in nine steps, which
include three stages: Stage 1: Preventing the spread of the vicious cycle, Stage 2: Rebuilding interactive situations,
Stage 3: Consolidation and integration (Mazzuca, Kafetsios, Livi, & Presaghi, 2019).

In general, research has shown that schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy play a role in reducing some
marital problems and infidelity. However, less research has compared the effectiveness of these two psychological
interventions. Therefore, given the spread of this harm in society, the use of psychological methods and interventions
to reduce infidelity has become increasingly important. In this regard, the present study aims to determine whether the
effectiveness of schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy on primary maladaptive schemas, quality of marital life,
and cognitive emotion regulation in couples experiencing infidelity is different.

Method: The statistical population included all couples experiencing infidelity (both the partner who engaged in
infidelity and the partner affected) who had referred to counseling centers in Tabriz from March 2021 to July 2021.
These couples had a marriage history of between 2-10 years and had at least 1 child. The inclusion criterion for the
infidelity event was a reported frequency of two or more instances. Twenty-one couples were randomly selected from
30 couples who had responded to the questionnaires. In order to maintain the randomness of the sample members and
groups, the method of concealing random allocation was used. The first experimental group (7 couples) underwent
schema therapy, the second experimental group (7 couples) underwent emotion-focused therapy, and the control group
(7 couples) was placed on a waiting list.

Results: Descriptive results showed that mean scores of the experimental groups after the intervention decreased in
all subscales of initial maladaptive schemas and maladaptive cognitive regulation of emotion, and increased in
adaptive cognitive regulation of emotion and subscales of marital quality of life. The results of the comparison of the
effectiveness of the treatments showed that there was a significant difference between the effectiveness of schema
therapy and emotion-focused therapy in the subscales of emotional deprivation, abandonment, distrust/abuse,
deficiency/shame, vulnerability to loss, entanglement, obedience, sacrifice, and emotional inhibition; as well as the
subscales of agreement and satisfaction, and the subscales of adaptive cognitive emotion regulation and maladaptive
cognitive emotion regulation. According to the means of the 2 treatment groups in the post-test, it is clear that schema
therapy is significantly more effective than emotion-focused therapy in the subscales of abandonment, distrust/abuse,
deficiency/shame, vulnerability to loss, entanglement, and sacrifice, but emotion-focused therapy is significantly more
effective than schema therapy in the subscales of emotional deprivation, obedience, and emotional inhibition; the
subscales of agreement and satisfaction, and the subscales of adaptive cognitive emotion regulation and maladaptive
cognitive emotion regulation. There was no significant difference between the effectiveness of schema therapy and
emotion-focused approach in other variables.

Tablel. Comparing the Effectiveness of Schema Therapy and Emotion-Focused Therapy

Groups Variables F p More effective treatment

Schema therapy )

Emotion-focused thrapy maladaptive schemas 468 0.021 Schema therapy
Schema therapy ] o ]

Emotion-focused thrapy quality of marital life 3.26 0.038 Emotion-focused thrapy
Schema therapy ) - ] ) )

Emotion-focused thrapy adaptive cognitive emotion regulation 6.56 0.01  Emotion-focused thrapy
Schema therapy

Emotion-focused thrapy maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation 3.56  0.03  Emotion-focused thrapy

132



SCHEMA THERAPY AND EFT IN COUPLES EXPERIENCING INFIDELITY Mahsa Keyvani et al.

Discussion: This study focused on the difference in the effectiveness of schema therapy and emotion-focused therapy
on early maladaptive schemas, quality of marital life, and cognitive emotion regulation in couples experiencing
infidelity. Overall, schema therapy was more effective in modulating schemas, but emotion-focused therapy was more
effective in changing quality of marital life and cognitive emotion regulation.

In this area, it can be said that schema therapy focuses more on the developmental roots of schemas and, in addition
to cognitive-behavioral techniques, also uses other techniques such as experimental techniques and behavioral
paradigm-breaking to change the beliefs of couples experiencing infidelity, and examines the relationship between
emotion and cognition. As a result, it has been more effective than the emotion-focused approach in modulating early
maladaptive schemas in couples experiencing infidelity. This therapeutic method uses experiential technigques to evoke
emotions related to maladaptive and open-ended parenting schemas in order to improve emotions and partially satisfy
the need for safety and independence that was not met in childhood.

However, emotion-focused therapy can be useful for changing problematic emotions that are related to relationship
quality. The core theoretical assumption of this therapy is that emotions are inherently adaptive and provide important
information and are organized through learning within emotional schemas, cognitive networks, physical sensations,
and actions triggered by internal and external stimuli in individuals. Couples experiencing infidelity are more likely
to use defective emotion regulation strategies such as rumination and suppression in response to negative emotions
(Greenberg, 2008). In another explanation, emotion regulation training is specifically designed to teach adaptive
emotion regulation skills and can be effective in targeting behaviors that are the result of emotional dysregulation
(Gross, 2015). Emotion-focused therapy, through techniques such as emotional awareness training, emotional
reappraisal, awareness of the negative effects of emotion avoidance, identification of emotion-induced behaviors, and
situational emotion-based coping, has the potential to reduce the negative emotions seen in couples experiencing
infidelity.

Based on the results of this study, it is suggested that psychotherapists use these treatments in specialized
interventions for couples affected by infidelity in order to reduce their emotional symptoms and help improve their
symptoms. Limitations of this study include its restricted scope to couples in Tabriz, lack of control over variables
affecting the dependent measures, absence of random sampling, and inability to control for possible mental disorders
among participants. Therefore, to increase generalizability, future research should be conducted in other cities,
regions, and cultures, while controlling the aforementioned factors and employing random sampling methods.
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