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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on the
quality of marital relationships and sexual satisfaction in women with breast cancer. This study
employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population included all women with breast cancer who were members of the Breast Cancer
Patients Support Association in Tehran during 2023-2024. A total of 30 participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and were
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (15 participants in each group). The
experimental group received eight 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused therapy, whereas
the control group received no intervention. Data collection instruments included the Revised
Dyadic Adjustment Scale developed by Bushy et al. and the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire
developed by Larson et al. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) in
SPSS-26 software. The results of covariance analysis demonstrated that emotion-focused
therapy significantly improved marital relationship quality and sexual satisfaction in women
with breast cancer (P<0.05). The effect size for marital relationship quality was 0.82, while the
effect size for sexual satisfaction was 0.79, indicating substantial intervention effectiveness.
The findings suggest that emotion-focused therapy can improve marital relationship quality
and sexual satisfaction among women with breast cancer through strengthening emotional
bonds, enhancing emotional regulation, and facilitating constructive interpersonal interactions.
Therefore, this therapeutic approach may be considered an effective psychological intervention
in counseling and oncology settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Cancer is considered one of the major global health challenges of the contemporary era and continues to impose
significant psychological, social, and economic burdens on patients and healthcare systems despite advances
in medical science (Wilkinson & Gathani, 2022; World Health, 2022). Among different types of cancer,
breast cancer is recognized as the most prevalent malignancy among women worldwide and remains one of
the leading causes of cancer-related mortality and disability (Katsura et al., 2022; Smolarz et al., 2022). The
increasing prevalence of breast cancer has attracted considerable attention from researchers due to its extensive
effects not only on physical health but also on emotional functioning, family relationships, and quality of life
(Burguin et al., 2021; Will etal., 2023). In Iran, breast cancer is also the most common cancer among women,
and its growing incidence has become an important public health concern (Pourkiani et al., 2010).

Although advancements in diagnosis and treatment have increased survival rates among women with breast
cancer, long-term survival alone is no longer considered the primary treatment outcome. Women diagnosed
with breast cancer frequently experience fatigue, chronic pain, emotional distress, fear of recurrence, anxiety,
depression, and psychosocial maladjustment (Hyunlee, 2011; Ryan et al., 2015; Sadoughi et al., 2017).
Moreover, the disease and its treatments, such as mastectomy and chemotherapy, often affect body image,
femininity, self-esteem, and interpersonal relationships (Builes et al., 2020; Galbraith et al., 2017). These
consequences may negatively influence marital relationship quality and sexual satisfaction, which are essential
dimensions of women’s psychological well-being and family functioning.

Marital relationship quality refers to the degree of satisfaction, emotional closeness, cohesion, and constructive
interaction between couples (Sedaghatkhah & Behzadipour, 2017; Tandler et al., 2021). Research has shown
that chronic illnesses, particularly cancer, can disrupt communication patterns and emotional intimacy between
spouses and increase relational conflicts (Kendall, 2017; Vanaki et al., 2013). Breast cancer patients often
report feelings of insecurity, emotional withdrawal, and fear of rejection, which may weaken marital bonds
and emotional attachment (Conley et al., 2016; Sedghi et al., 2021). In addition, sexual dissatisfaction is
highly prevalent among women with breast cancer due to physical changes, hormonal disturbances, emotional
distress, and altered body perception (Chan et al., 2015; Seftel, 2016). Sexual satisfaction is not merely related
to physical functioning but also depends on intimacy, emotional security, and mutual understanding between
partners (Josephine et al., 2024; Pascoal et al., 2014). Therefore, addressing the emotional and relational
needs of women with breast cancer is an essential aspect of comprehensive cancer care.

Emotion regulation and emotional processing play a central role in couples’ relationships and psychological
adjustment (Koechlin et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2019). Emotionally focused therapy (EFT), developed by
Greenberg and colleagues, is an experiential and attachment-based therapeutic approach emphasizing the
importance of emotions in organizing interpersonal interactions and relational bonds (Goldman & Greenberg,
2019; Greenberg & Geller, 2012). EFT seeks to identify negative interaction cycles, facilitate emotional
awareness, and strengthen secure attachment between partners through the expression of primary emotions
and unmet attachment needs (Greenman & Johnson, 2022; Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2022). This
therapeutic model helps couples develop empathy, emotional responsiveness, and constructive communication
patterns.

Previous studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of emotionally focused therapy in improving marital
intimacy, sexual satisfaction, and emotional functioning among couples experiencing relational distress
(Hamidi & Esfahani Asl, 2025; Heydari et al., 2021). Research has also shown positive outcomes of EFT
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among infertile couples, women affected by spousal infidelity, remarried couples, and patients with chronic
diseases (Habibollahi Najafabadi & Zare Nistank, 2023; Hassannejad et al., 2021; Zarifmanesh et al.,
2024). Furthermore, Van Diest and colleagues reported that emotionally focused couple therapy improved
marital and sexual problems among cancer survivor couples (Van Diest et al., 2023). Similarly, studies by
Owladi and colleagues and Mousavi Shabestari and colleagues indicated that EFT effectively enhanced
attachment behaviors, marital intimacy, and sexual satisfaction (Mousavi Shabestari et al., 2025; Owladi et
al., 2023). Despite growing evidence regarding the effectiveness of emotionally focused interventions, limited
research has specifically examined the impact of EFT on marital relationship quality and sexual satisfaction
among women with breast cancer in the Iranian cultural context. Therefore, the present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of emotionally focused therapy on marital relationship quality and sexual
satisfaction in women with breast cancer.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of all women diagnosed with breast cancer who were members of the Breast Cancer
Patients Support Association in Tehran during 2023-2024. A sample of 30 participants was selected using
purposive sampling according to predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Inclusion criteria included
diagnosis of breast cancer without metastasis, history of mastectomy surgery, ongoing chemotherapy
treatment, absence of other chronic illnesses, and age range between 18 and 60 years. Participants were
randomly assigned into an experimental group and a control group, with 15 participants in each group.

Data collection instruments included the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS) developed by Busby and
colleagues to assess marital relationship quality and the Larson Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire to measure
sexual satisfaction. The experimental group received emotionally focused therapy based on the protocol
proposed by Greenberg and Geller. The intervention consisted of eight weekly sessions lasting 90 minutes
each. Sessions focused on establishing a therapeutic alliance, identifying negative interaction patterns,
increasing awareness of primary emotions, expressing attachment needs, reconstructing maladaptive emotional
cycles, and strengthening secure emotional bonds between partners. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the study period. At the end of the intervention, both groups completed the
posttest assessments.

Data were analyzed using SPSS-26 software. Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations
were calculated for all study variables. Inferential analyses were conducted using univariate analysis of
covariance (ANCOVA) to examine the effectiveness of emotionally focused therapy while controlling for
pretest scores.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that most participants were between 41 and 50 years old, held a bachelor’s
degree, had one child, and reported a moderate level of income. The mean scores of marital relationship quality
and sexual satisfaction increased substantially in the experimental group from pretest to posttest, whereas only
slight changes were observed in the control group.

The mean score of marital relationship quality in the experimental group increased from 37.00 at pretest to
58.33 at posttest, while the control group showed only a slight increase from 36.27 to 39.40. Similarly, the
mean score of sexual satisfaction in the experimental group increased from 59.60 to 87.27, whereas the control
group demonstrated a smaller increase from 57.87 to 64.73.

Prior to conducting ANCOVA, assumptions of normality, homogeneity of variance, and homogeneity of
regression slopes were examined and confirmed. Results of covariance analysis revealed that emotionally
focused therapy had a statistically significant effect on marital relationship quality among women with breast
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cancer (F=127.334, P<0.001, n>=0.825). The large effect size indicated that a substantial proportion of variance
in marital relationship quality was attributable to the intervention.

In addition, covariance analysis demonstrated a statistically significant effect of emotionally focused therapy
on sexual satisfaction (F=101.855, P<0.001, n?>=0.790). These findings indicated that emotionally focused
therapy significantly improved both marital relationship quality and sexual satisfaction among women with
breast cancer.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings ofthe present study demonstrated that emotionally focused therapy significantly improved marital
relationship quality and sexual satisfaction among women with breast cancer. These findings are consistent
with previous research reporting the effectiveness of emotionally focused interventions in enhancing marital
intimacy, attachment security, emotional responsiveness, and relational satisfaction among distressed couples
and patients with chronic illnesses.

One possible explanation for these findings is that breast cancer disrupts emotional security and attachment
patterns within intimate relationships. Women diagnosed with breast cancer often experience fear, uncertainty,
emotional withdrawal, and reduced self-confidence due to changes in body image and health status. Such
emotional experiences may contribute to maladaptive interaction patterns, communication difficulties, and
reduced intimacy between spouses. Emotionally focused therapy helps couples identify and restructure these
negative interaction cycles and replace them with more secure and supportive emotional responses. Through
emotional expression, empathy, and attachment-based communication, couples become more emotionally
available and responsive to one another, which ultimately enhances marital relationship quality.

Another explanation relates to the role of emotional regulation in psychological adjustment and interpersonal
functioning. Women with breast cancer may suppress painful emotions such as sadness, shame, anger, and
fear in order to cope with illness-related stress. However, emotional suppression may intensify interpersonal
conflicts and emotional distance. Emotionally focused therapy encourages clients to recognize and express
their primary emotions in a safe therapeutic environment, thereby improving emotional regulation and
relational functioning. This process allows couples to develop greater emotional awareness, empathy, and
mutual understanding.

The improvement in sexual satisfaction observed in the present study may also be attributed to increased
emotional intimacy and attachment security. Sexual satisfaction is strongly associated with emotional
closeness, trust, acceptance, and effective communication between partners. Breast cancer treatments
frequently affect women’s body image and sexual confidence, leading to reduced sexual desire and
dissatisfaction. Emotionally focused therapy addresses these concerns by promoting emotional acceptance,
validating attachment needs, and reducing feelings of rejection or inadequacy. As emotional intimacy
increases, couples become more capable of discussing sexual concerns openly and engaging in mutually
satisfying interactions.

Overall, the present findings suggest that emotionally focused therapy is an effective intervention for
improving psychological and relational outcomes among women with breast cancer. Integrating attachment-
based psychological interventions into cancer care services may enhance patients’ quality of life and promote
healthier marital and emotional relationships. These findings highlight the importance of addressing emotional
and interpersonal dimensions alongside medical treatment in comprehensive cancer rehabilitation programs.
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