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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative therapy and
structural couple therapy on marital distress and social isolation among
couples with a physically disabled spouse in Ahvaz. This quasi-experimental
study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-
month follow-up. The population consisted of couples with a physically
disabled spouse registered at the Ahvaz Welfare Organization, from whom 30
couples were selected through purposive voluntary sampling and randomly
assigned to two experimental groups and one control group. The experimental
groups received narrative therapy or structural couple therapy in eight 90-
minute sessions. Data were collected using marital distress and social
isolation scales and analyzed through mixed repeated-measures analysis of
variance. Results indicated significant main effects of time and significant
time-by-group interaction effects for both marital distress and social isolation.
Both therapeutic interventions led to significant reductions in marital distress
and social isolation compared to the control group, and these effects remained
stable at follow-up. No significant difference was found between the two
experimental groups. Both narrative therapy and structural couple therapy are
effective and sustainable interventions for reducing marital distress and social
isolation in couples with a physically disabled spouse and can be
recommended for counseling and rehabilitation settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most central relational contexts in adult life and play a crucial role
in psychological well-being, social functioning, and family stability. When marital relationships are disrupted,
couples often experience heightened marital distress, emotional disconnection, and progressive withdrawal
from social networks. These challenges become more pronounced in families facing chronic and demanding
life conditions, such as physical disability in one spouse. Physical disability is not only a medical or functional
condition but also a psychosocial phenomenon that reshapes marital roles, power dynamics, emotional
exchanges, and social participation. Couples in which one partner has a physical disability frequently encounter
persistent stressors, including caregiving burden, financial strain, altered intimacy, social stigma, and reduced
access to supportive social interactions, all of which may intensify marital distress and social isolation.
Marital distress is a multidimensional construct encompassing dissatisfaction, unresolved conflicts, impaired
communication, emotional disengagement, and erosion of intimacy. Sustained marital distress has been
associated with a range of adverse outcomes, including depression, anxiety, loneliness, and increased risk of
marital dissolution. Social isolation, as a related but distinct construct, refers to reduced social participation,
weakened support networks, and subjective feelings of exclusion or loneliness. Research indicates that marital
distress and social isolation often reinforce each other, creating a vicious cycle in which relational conflict
promotes withdrawal from social contexts, and diminished social support further exacerbates marital strain
(Ansari et al., 2023; Hashemi et al., 2024).

In recent decades, couple therapy approaches have increasingly emphasized systemic, relational, and meaning-
based processes rather than individual pathology. Narrative therapy, rooted in postmodern and social
constructionist perspectives, conceptualizes marital problems as products of dominant problem-saturated
narratives rather than inherent deficits within individuals or relationships. Through techniques such as
externalization, deconstruction, and re-authoring, narrative therapy seeks to help couples reconstruct
alternative, more empowering narratives about their relationship and shared life experiences. Empirical studies
have demonstrated the effectiveness of narrative therapy in improving marital adjustment, intimacy, resilience,
and communication while reducing marital burnout and emotional distress (Balouchi, 2016; Baradari et al.,
2024; Golyan et al., 2025).

Structural couple therapy, derived from Minuchin’s structural family therapy, adopts a systemic framework
focusing on family organization, boundaries, subsystems, and interactional patterns. From this perspective,
marital problems arise from dysfunctional family structures, rigid or diffuse boundaries, and maladaptive
transactional patterns. Structural interventions aim to reorganize relational structures, clarify roles, strengthen
the marital subsystem, and modify interactional sequences that maintain distress. Research has consistently
supported the effectiveness of structural approaches in reducing marital conflict, enhancing cohesion and
adaptability, and improving overall relationship functioning (M. R. Arab et al., 2025; Delghandi & Namani,
2024; Gholami & Rafiei, 2024).

Despite the growing body of literature on narrative and structural approaches, comparative evidence regarding
their effectiveness among couples facing specific contextual challenges—such as living with a spouse with
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physical disability—remains limited. Moreover, social isolation has received comparatively less attention as
an outcome variable in couple therapy research, particularly within culturally specific contexts. Given the
sociocultural importance of family and social networks in Iranian society, and the potential for disability-
related stigma to exacerbate relational and social difficulties, examining targeted therapeutic interventions in
this population is especially warranted (Atapour & Darbani, 2024; Kumar & Mukherjee, 2025; Najjar
Khodabakhsh et al., 2025). Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of narrative
therapy and structural couple therapy in reducing marital distress and social isolation among couples with a
physically disabled spouse in Ahvaz.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up
assessments, including two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical population consisted of
all couples with a physically disabled spouse who had active rehabilitation files at the Welfare Organization
of Ahvaz during the year 2025. From this population, 30 couples meeting the inclusion criteria were selected
through purposive voluntary sampling. Inclusion criteria included willingness to participate, minimum
education level of diploma, age range of 20 to 40 years, first marriage, and ability to attend weekly sessions
for eight consecutive weeks. Exclusion criteria comprised concurrent psychological interventions, absence
from therapy sessions, severe psychiatric disorders, and substance abuse within the family.

Participants were randomly assigned to three groups: a narrative therapy group, a structural couple therapy
group, and a control group, each consisting of 10 couples. The narrative therapy intervention was delivered in
eight 90-minute sessions based on O’Hanlon’s narrative therapy framework, emphasizing problem
externalization, identification of dominant narratives, exploration of unique outcomes, and re-authoring of
relational stories. The structural couple therapy intervention was conducted in eight 90-minute sessions
grounded in Minuchin’s structural model, focusing on joining, restructuring interactional patterns, clarifying
boundaries, strengthening the marital subsystem, and modifying dysfunctional family structures. The control
group received no intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using standardized self-report measures of marital distress and social isolation
administered at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 22.
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) were calculated, and inferential analyses were conducted
using mixed repeated-measures analysis of variance. Assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variances,
and sphericity were examined prior to analysis. Bonferroni post-hoc tests were employed for pairwise
comparisons. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated that at the pretest stage, mean scores of marital distress and social isolation were
relatively similar across the narrative therapy, structural couple therapy, and control groups, suggesting initial
group homogeneity. Following the interventions, both experimental groups demonstrated notable reductions
in mean marital distress and social isolation scores at posttest compared to pretest, whereas the control group
showed no meaningful improvement and, in some cases, slight increases in scores.

Repeated-measures ANOVA revealed a significant main effect of time for both marital distress and social
isolation, indicating that scores changed significantly across measurement stages. The interaction effect
between time and group was also significant for both variables, demonstrating that changes over time differed
across groups. Furthermore, significant between-group effects were observed, confirming overall differences
among the narrative therapy, structural couple therapy, and control groups.

Bonferroni post-hoc analyses showed that in both experimental groups, the reductions in marital distress and
social isolation from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up were statistically significant. In contrast,
comparisons among stages within the control group were not significant. Comparisons between posttest and
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follow-up within the experimental groups were non-significant, indicating relative stability of treatment effects
over time.

Between-group comparisons at posttest and follow-up demonstrated that both experimental groups differed
significantly from the control group in marital distress and social isolation, while no significant differences
were found between the narrative therapy and structural couple therapy groups. These findings suggest that
both interventions were effective in reducing marital distress and social isolation and that neither approach
showed superiority over the other within the study timeframe.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that both narrative therapy and structural couple therapy are effective
interventions for reducing marital distress and social isolation among couples with a physically disabled
spouse. The observed improvements in both outcome variables and the maintenance of gains at follow-up
underscore the therapeutic value of relationally focused interventions in addressing the complex psychosocial
challenges faced by this population.

The effectiveness of narrative therapy may be attributed to its emphasis on meaning-making, externalization
of problems, and reconstruction of alternative relationship narratives. By helping couples separate the problem
from their identities and relationship, narrative therapy appears to foster hope, agency, and emotional
reconnection. This process is particularly relevant for couples affected by disability, who may otherwise
become trapped in narratives of loss, burden, and inevitability.

Similarly, the effectiveness of structural couple therapy can be understood through its focus on reorganizing
interactional patterns, clarifying boundaries, and restoring balance within the marital subsystem. For couples
coping with disability-related role changes and power imbalances, structural interventions may facilitate
healthier relational structures, reduce chronic conflict, and enhance mutual support.

The absence of significant differences between the two therapeutic approaches suggests that both meaning-
based and structure-oriented pathways can lead to comparable improvements in marital and social functioning.
This finding highlights the potential complementarity of different theoretical orientations and underscores the
importance of tailoring interventions to couples’ needs, preferences, and contextual conditions rather than
privileging a single therapeutic model.

In conclusion, the present study provides empirical support for the use of narrative therapy and structural
couple therapy as effective interventions for couples with a physically disabled spouse. By demonstrating
reductions in marital distress and social isolation, the findings contribute to the growing literature on culturally
responsive and contextually sensitive couple therapy. These results have practical implications for counseling
centers, rehabilitation services, and family support programs, suggesting that integrating relational
interventions into disability-related services may enhance both marital quality and social well-being.
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