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Abstract

The aim of this study was to compare the effectiveness of compassion-
focused therapy and imago relationship training on marital adjustment in
women who had experienced spousal infidelity. This study employed a quasi-
experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and a two-month
follow-up. The population consisted of women with a history of spousal
infidelity who were referred to counseling centers in Shahin Shahr, Isfahan,
in 2023. A total of 48 eligible participants were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: compassion-focused
therapy, imago relationship training, and a control group (16 participants
each). Marital adjustment was assessed using the Dyadic Adjustment Scale
(DAS), and data were analyzed using parametric statistical tests in SPSS.
Statistical analyses indicated that both compassion-focused therapy and
imago relationship training led to significant improvements in marital
adjustment compared to the control group at posttest and follow-up (P<0.05).
Moreover, a significant difference was observed between the two intervention
groups, with imago relationship training demonstrating greater effectiveness
in improving overall marital adjustment as well as the components of dyadic
cohesion and affectional expression (P<0.01). The findings suggest that while
both interventions are effective in enhancing marital adjustment among
women affected by spousal infidelity, imago relationship training appears to
be more effective, likely due to its emphasis on unconscious relational
patterns and conscious couple interaction.

Keywords: Compassion-focused therapy, Imago relationship training,
Marital adjustment, Spousal infidelity, Women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most significant interpersonal bonds in adulthood, playing a central
role in individuals’ psychological well-being, emotional security, and social functioning. Stability and
adaptability within marital relationships are therefore considered critical indicators of family health and
societal cohesion. However, marital relationships are increasingly exposed to complex stressors that threaten
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relational stability, among which marital infidelity is recognized as one of the most disruptive and
psychologically damaging experiences. Infidelity undermines fundamental relational pillars such as trust,
emotional safety, and mutual commitment, often leading to profound emotional distress and relational
disintegration (Zaitov & Teshayev, 2022). Empirical evidence suggests that the discovery of infidelity
frequently results in heightened emotional turmoil, relational conflict, and long-term maladjustment,
particularly among women (Rokach & Chan, 2023).

Infidelity is a multidimensional phenomenon influenced by individual, relational, and contextual factors.
Research has highlighted the role of attachment styles, unmet emotional needs, and dysfunctional
communication patterns in the emergence of extradyadic relationships (Fung, 2024). From a behavioral-
economic perspective, infidelity has also been conceptualized as a decision-making process involving
perceived short-term rewards and underestimated long-term relational costs (Batabyal, 2018). Regardless of
its etiology, infidelity constitutes a severe relational trauma that profoundly impacts marital adjustment.
Marital adjustment refers to the dynamic process through which spouses manage conflicts, regulate emotions,
and maintain relational harmony across changing life circumstances. It encompasses several interrelated
dimensions, including marital satisfaction, dyadic cohesion, dyadic consensus, and affectional expression.
Higher levels of marital adjustment are associated with better psychological health, increased resilience, and
greater relationship stability. Conversely, women who experience spousal infidelity often report diminished
marital adjustment, emotional withdrawal, persistent rumination, and impaired capacity for relational repair
(Momeni Javid et al., 2015). These difficulties highlight the urgent need for effective therapeutic interventions
aimed at restoring marital adjustment following relational betrayal.

Recent psychological research has increasingly emphasized the role of self-compassion and resilience in
coping with interpersonal trauma. Self-compassion involves responding to personal suffering with kindness,
emotional balance, and an awareness of shared human vulnerability (Neff & McGhee, 2010). Compassion-
focused therapy (CFT) is grounded in evolutionary models of emotion regulation and seeks to reduce self-
criticism and shame while strengthening adaptive emotional regulation systems (Gilbert, 2014). By fostering
compassionate self-relating, CFT helps individuals tolerate distress, reduce maladaptive rumination, and
develop psychological resilience (Irons & Lad, 2017). Empirical studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of compassion-based interventions in improving emotional regulation, marital intimacy, quality of life, and
resilience among women affected by spousal infidelity (Aghili et al., 2023; Hasani et al., 2021; Timouri et
al., 2021).

Parallel to individual-focused interventions, couple-based therapeutic approaches have shown promise in
addressing relational trauma. One such approach is Imago Relationship Therapy, also referred to as
communication imagery therapy. This modality integrates attachment theory, developmental psychology, and
psychodynamic principles to explain marital conflict as rooted in unresolved childhood relational wounds
(Kramer, 2018; Patterson, 2017). Imago therapy emphasizes conscious dialogue, empathy development, and
the transformation of unconscious relational patterns into intentional, growth-oriented interactions. Research
indicates that imago-based interventions effectively enhance marital adjustment, reduce conflict, and increase
emotional intimacy, particularly in distressed relationships (Gehlert et al., 2017; Seyyedabadi et al., 2020;
Shidanfar et al., 2020).

Although both compassion-focused therapy and communication imagery therapy have independently
demonstrated effectiveness in improving marital and psychological outcomes, comparative investigations of
these two approaches remain limited, especially among women who have experienced spousal infidelity. Given
the distinct theoretical foundations and mechanisms of change underlying these interventions, a direct
comparison may provide valuable insights into their relative effectiveness and clinical applicability. Therefore,
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the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of compassion-focused therapy and communication
imagery training on marital adjustment in women with a history of spousal infidelity.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and a two-month follow-up,
including a control group. The statistical population consisted of women who had experienced spousal
infidelity and were referred to counseling centers in Shahin Shahr, Isfahan, during the year 2023. Participants
were recruited through public announcements and referrals from counseling centers. Following initial
screening based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, 48 eligible participants were selected through convenience
sampling.

Participants were randomly assigned to three groups: a compassion-focused therapy group, a communication
imagery training group, and a control group, each consisting of 16 participants. The intervention groups
received structured therapeutic sessions based on their respective treatment protocols, while the control group
did not receive any psychological intervention during the study period. Marital adjustment was assessed using
a standardized self-report measure administered at pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Data were analyzed using
parametric statistical methods to evaluate within-group and between-group differences across measurement
points.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that participants in all three groups exhibited comparable levels of marital
adjustment at the pretest stage. Following the interventions, both the compassion-focused therapy group and
the communication imagery training group demonstrated significant increases in overall marital adjustment
scores at posttest, while the control group showed no meaningful change. These improvements were largely
maintained at the two-month follow-up assessment.

Inferential analyses revealed significant differences between the intervention groups and the control group in
overall marital adjustment at both posttest and follow-up. Furthermore, a significant difference emerged
between the two intervention groups, with the communication imagery training group exhibiting greater
improvements in overall marital adjustment compared to the compassion-focused therapy group.
Examination of marital adjustment components indicated that the communication imagery training group
showed significantly greater gains in dyadic cohesion and affectional expression at posttest and follow-up.
Differences between the two intervention groups in marital satisfaction and dyadic consensus were not
statistically significant. These findings suggest that while both interventions positively influenced marital
adjustment, communication imagery training had a stronger impact on relational closeness and emotional
expression.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that both compassion-focused therapy and communication imagery
training are effective interventions for improving marital adjustment in women who have experienced spousal
infidelity. Participants in both treatment groups demonstrated significant improvements in marital functioning
compared to the control group, and these gains were sustained over time. These results underscore the
therapeutic value of structured psychological interventions in facilitating relational recovery following
infidelity.

Notably, communication imagery training proved more effective than compassion-focused therapy in
enhancing overall marital adjustment, particularly in the domains of dyadic cohesion and affectional
expression. This superiority may be attributed to the couple-centered and interactional focus of communication
imagery therapy, which directly targets relational patterns, emotional exchanges, and mutual responsiveness.
By fostering conscious dialogue and empathetic engagement, this approach appears especially well-suited for
repairing relational ruptures caused by betrayal.
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In contrast, compassion-focused therapy primarily operates at the intrapersonal level, emphasizing emotional
regulation, self-kindness, and the reduction of shame and self-criticism. While these processes are essential for
alleviating emotional distress and strengthening psychological resilience, they may be less immediately
impactful in restoring relational dynamics and behavioral expressions of intimacy. Nevertheless, the observed
improvements in marital adjustment among participants receiving compassion-focused therapy highlight its
importance as a supportive intervention for individuals coping with relational trauma.

Overall, the findings suggest that interventions addressing both intrapersonal emotional processes and
interpersonal relational dynamics may be particularly beneficial for women affected by spousal infidelity.
From a clinical perspective, integrating compassion-focused strategies with communication-based couple
interventions may offer a comprehensive therapeutic pathway for enhancing marital adjustment. The present
study contributes to the growing body of evidence supporting tailored, evidence-based interventions for
relational trauma and underscores the importance of selecting therapeutic approaches aligned with clients’
specific emotional and relational needs.
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