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Comparing the Effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) and Cognitive-
Behavioral Couple Therapy (CBT) in Reducing Anxiety, Depression, and
Improving Relationship Quality Among Couples with Childhood Trauma
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Abstract

The objective of this study was to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-
Focused Couple Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy in
reducing anxiety and depression and improving relationship quality among
couples with a history of childhood trauma. This study employed a
randomized controlled trial with a pretest—posttest and three-month follow-
up design. The sample consisted of 45 couples (90 individuals) recruited from
counseling centers in Tehran and Karaj and randomly assigned to EFT, CBT,
or control groups. The intervention groups received structured weekly therapy
sessions based on their respective protocols, while the control group received
no intervention. Anxiety, depression, and relationship quality were assessed
at three time points using standardized measures. Data were analyzed using
repeated measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post-hoc tests in SPSS
version 27. The results indicated significant main effects of time and group,
as well as significant time-by-group interaction effects for anxiety,
depression, and relationship quality. Both EFT and CBT led to significant
reductions in anxiety and depression and significant improvements in
relationship quality compared to the control group. However, EFT
demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness than CBT in improving
relationship quality and reducing depressive symptoms, with treatment gains
maintained at the three-month follow-up. Both therapeutic approaches are
effective for trauma-exposed couples, but Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy
appears to be more effective in producing deeper and more sustained
improvements in relationship quality and depressive symptoms, highlighting
the importance of emotionally and attachment-oriented interventions in this
population.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most influential interpersonal contexts shaping psychological well-
being, emotional regulation, and overall quality of life. A growing body of research has demonstrated that
disturbances in couple relationships are closely associated with heightened levels of anxiety, depression, and
relational dissatisfaction. In recent years, particular attention has been directed toward the long-term impact of
adverse childhood experiences and early-life trauma on adult intimate relationships. Individuals who have been
exposed to emotional neglect, abuse, or chronic relational insecurity during childhood often develop
maladaptive attachment patterns, impaired emotion regulation capacities, and dysfunctional cognitive
schemas, all of which may adversely affect their marital functioning in adulthood (Mair et al., 2012; Sharif
Nia et al., 2023).
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Evidence suggests that childhood trauma exerts its influence on adult couple relationships through complex
psychological pathways, including heightened emotional reactivity, vulnerability to mood and anxiety
disorders, and difficulties in trust and intimacy. These individuals frequently report higher levels of marital
conflict, lower relationship satisfaction, and increased susceptibility to depressive and anxiety symptoms
within intimate partnerships (Greenman & Johnson, 2022; Kiani Chalmardi et al., 2022). Consequently,
couples with a history of childhood trauma represent a particularly vulnerable population requiring tailored
therapeutic interventions that address both relational and intrapersonal dimensions of distress.

Among empirically supported couple-based interventions, Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) and
Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy (CBT) have received substantial empirical support. EFT is grounded in
attachment theory and emphasizes the central role of emotions in shaping relational patterns. By helping
couples identify, access, and reorganize core emotional experiences, EFT aims to foster secure attachment
bonds and restructure maladaptive interaction cycles (Greenman & Johnson, 2022; Timulak et al., 2025).
Numerous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of EFT in improving marital satisfaction, emotional
intimacy, and psychological well-being, particularly among couples with histories of relational trauma
(Bahrami Moqadam et al., 2023; MacIntosh & Johnson, 2008).

In contrast, CBT-based couple therapy focuses on the reciprocal relationships among cognitions, emotions,
and behaviors within the couple system. Through cognitive restructuring, behavioral skill training, and
problem-solving techniques, CBT seeks to reduce maladaptive interaction patterns and enhance constructive
communication. Prior research has shown that CBT is effective in reducing anxiety and depressive symptoms
and improving marital adjustment and relationship quality (Duraes et al., 2020; Kavitha et al., 2024).
However, some scholars argue that CBT may insufficiently address deep-seated emotional and attachment-
related processes, particularly in couples affected by early trauma (Timulak et al., 2025).

Despite extensive research on both approaches independently, direct comparative studies examining the
relative effectiveness of EFT and CBT among couples with childhood trauma remain limited, especially within
non-Western cultural contexts. Moreover, few studies have simultaneously examined multiple outcomes, such
as anxiety, depression, and relationship quality, using rigorous experimental designs. Addressing this gap, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and Cognitive-
Behavioral Couple Therapy in reducing anxiety and depression and improving relationship quality among
couples with a history of childhood trauma.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a randomized controlled trial design with three groups: an Emotion-Focused
Couple Therapy group, a Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy group, and a control group. The study utilized
a pretest—posttest design with a three-month follow-up assessment. Participants were recruited from counseling
centers in Tehran and Karaj and consisted of couples who reported experiencing traumatic events during
childhood.

A total of 45 couples (90 individuals) were selected using convenience sampling and were randomly assigned
to one of the three groups, with 15 couples allocated to each group. The EFT and CBT groups received
structured therapeutic interventions over a series of weekly sessions, while the control group did not receive
any therapeutic intervention during the study period.

Standardized self-report instruments were administered at three time points: pretest, posttest, and three-month
follow-up. The instruments assessed anxiety symptoms, depressive symptoms, and relationship quality. All
participants provided informed consent, and ethical considerations, including confidentiality and voluntary
participation, were strictly observed.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Descriptive statistics were computed for all variables. Repeated
measures analysis of variance was conducted to examine the effects of time, group, and time-by-group
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interaction. Bonferroni post-hoc tests were used to explore within-group and between-group differences.
Statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that, at baseline, the three groups were comparable in terms of anxiety, depression,
and relationship quality. Following the interventions, both the EFT and CBT groups demonstrated substantial
reductions in anxiety and depressive symptoms, as well as improvements in relationship quality, whereas the
control group showed minimal changes across time.

Repeated measures analysis of variance revealed significant main effects of time for anxiety, depression, and
relationship quality, indicating overall changes across measurement points. Significant group effects were also
observed, suggesting differences among the EFT, CBT, and control groups. Importantly, significant time-by-
group interaction effects were found for all three outcome variables, indicating that the patterns of change over
time differed across groups.

Post-hoc analyses showed that both EFT and CBT resulted in significant reductions in anxiety and depression
from pretest to posttest, with these improvements largely maintained at follow-up. However, the magnitude of
change was greater in the EFT group, particularly for depressive symptoms. In terms of relationship quality,
the EFT group exhibited a markedly larger increase compared to the CBT group, while the control group
showed no meaningful improvement.

Between-group comparisons at posttest indicated that both intervention groups differed significantly from the
control group on all outcome measures. Additionally, EFT was significantly more effective than CBT in
improving relationship quality and reducing depressive symptoms, while differences in anxiety reduction
between the two interventions were smaller but still statistically significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that both Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy and Cognitive-Behavioral
Couple Therapy are effective interventions for reducing anxiety and depression and enhancing relationship
quality among couples with a history of childhood trauma. These results highlight the value of couple-based
therapeutic approaches in addressing both individual psychological symptoms and relational functioning
within this vulnerable population.

Notably, EFT showed superior effectiveness in improving relationship quality and reducing depressive
symptoms compared to CBT. This finding may be attributed to EFT’s explicit focus on emotional processing
and attachment-related needs, which are particularly salient for individuals with early trauma histories. By
facilitating emotional accessibility and responsiveness between partners, EFT may foster a greater sense of
safety and connection, thereby producing more profound and enduring relational change.

Although CBT also produced significant improvements, its comparatively smaller effects on relationship
quality suggest that cognitive and behavioral techniques alone may be less effective in addressing deeply
rooted emotional and attachment-related difficulties. Nevertheless, CBT’s structured skill-based approach
appears beneficial in alleviating anxiety and enhancing coping strategies, underscoring its continued relevance
in couple therapy.

The maintenance of treatment gains at the three-month follow-up for both interventions suggests that structured
couple therapies can produce relatively stable improvements over time. However, the stronger maintenance
effects observed in the EFT group further emphasize the importance of targeting emotional and relational
processes for long-term change.

In conclusion, the present study provides empirical support for the use of Emotion-Focused Couple Therapy
as a particularly effective intervention for couples with childhood trauma, while also confirming the utility of
Cognitive-Behavioral Couple Therapy. These findings have important implications for clinical practice,
suggesting that therapists working with trauma-affected couples may benefit from prioritizing emotionally
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focused and attachment-based interventions or integrating emotional components into cognitive-behavioral
frameworks.
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