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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effects of mentalization-based therapy and
unified transdiagnostic therapy on marital stability and happiness in women
with experiences of marital infidelity. This applied study used a quasi-
experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population included women attending counseling centers in Tehran during
2023-2024. A total of 45 women with marital infidelity experiences were
selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to three groups
of 15 participants (two experimental groups and one control group). The
experimental groups underwent mentalization-based therapy and unified
transdiagnostic therapy, respectively. Data were collected using the Marital
Instability Index and the Marital Happiness Scale and analyzed through
ANCOVA. The ANCOVA results showed that mentalization-based therapy
significantly reduced marital instability compared to the control group
(p<0.05), whereas the unified transdiagnostic therapy showed no significant
effect on this variable. Furthermore, neither intervention significantly
increased marital happiness among women who had experienced marital
infidelity (p>0.05). The findings indicate that mentalization-based therapy
can be effective in reducing marital instability in women with marital
infidelity experiences, while unified transdiagnostic therapy appears
ineffective in this regard. However, neither approach significantly improved
marital happiness, suggesting a need for more in-depth interventions to
enhance marital happiness in this population.

Keywords: Mentalization-based therapy, Unified transdiagnostic therapy,
Marital instability, Marital happiness, Marital infidelity
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital infidelity is among the most profound relational traumas that can destabilize the foundational
emotional, cognitive, and interpersonal bonds within a marriage. It often leads to heightened marital conflict,
decreased intimacy, and an increased likelihood of separation or divorce (Choupani et al., 2019; Heidari
Mamadi & Vaziri Yazdi, 2019). Women who experience infidelity frequently report severe disruptions in
emotional security, attachment systems, and perceived relational predictability, which collectively undermine
marital stability and happiness (Monika et al., 2023). Marital stability refers to the sense of security,
continuity, and predictability in the marital relationship, while marital happiness pertains to the sustained
experience of positive affect, satisfaction, and fulfillment within marriage. Given their centrality to relational
well-being, interventions that effectively enhance these constructs among women affected by infidelity are of
critical importance (Larki, 2025).

Two therapeutic approaches have recently drawn scholarly attention for their potential to address the cognitive,
emotional, and relational disruptions resulting from infidelity: Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT) and the
Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment (UTT). MBT, initially developed by Anthony Bateman and Peter Fonagy,
focuses on strengthening individuals’ capacity to understand and reflect upon their own and others’ mental
states, thereby reducing impulsive emotional reactions, misinterpretations, and interpersonal mistrust
(Bateman & Fonagy, 2004). Grounded in attachment theory, MBT posits that impairments in mentalization—
often stemming from insecure attachment patterns—can trigger emotional dysregulation, relational conflict,
and difficulties in sustaining long-term intimacy (Dorougar, 2020). By enhancing mentalization, individuals
are better able to identify, label, and regulate negative emotions such as anger, resentment, and fear, thereby
fostering empathy, rebuilding trust, and reducing the volatility that fuels marital instability (DiMaggio, 2020;
Kramer et al., 2021; Shams et al., 2022; Tahmasbi, 2020).

In contrast, the Unified Transdiagnostic Treatment, designed by David H. Barlow and colleagues, is based on
the premise that diverse emotional disorders share common underlying mechanisms and can therefore be
effectively treated using a single unified protocol (Barlow et al., 2011). UTT integrates cognitive-behavioral
techniques such as emotional awareness training, cognitive restructuring, and exposure to internal cues, with
the aim of reducing maladaptive emotional responses and avoidance behaviors (Akbari et al., 2015; Norton,
2012). Empirical studies have demonstrated UTT’s effectiveness in alleviating emotional symptoms such as
anxiety and depression, which are often elevated following relational trauma (Afarin Sadeghi et al., 2021;
Bameshgi et al., 2019; Hatami et al., 2020). By reducing emotional reactivity and enhancing coping, UTT
may indirectly facilitate improvements in marital functioning, though its impact on deeper relational constructs
like intimacy and happiness remains less clear (Zand, 2023; Zolfaghari et al., 2021).

Existing research has suggested that infidelity damages not only emotional regulation capacities but also
relational schemas, trust systems, and meaning frameworks that sustain marital stability and happiness
(Choupani et al., 2019; Heidari Mamadi & Vaziri Yazdi, 2019; Monika et al., 2023). While MBT directly
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targets mentalization deficits, mistrust, and empathic breakdowns that emerge after infidelity (Bateman &
Fonagy, 2004; Dorougar, 2020; Larki, 2025; Shams et al., 2022), UTT focuses primarily on symptomatic
relief and emotion regulation skills rather than relational reconstruction (Barlow et al., 2011; Norton, 2012).
This difference in therapeutic depth has led some scholars to hypothesize that MBT may be more effective
than UTT in enhancing marital stability and happiness among women who have experienced infidelity (Karimi
et al., 2024; Movahedrad et al., 2023). However, direct empirical comparisons of these two approaches in
this specific population remain scarce.

In light of this gap, the present study aimed to compare the effects of MBT and UTT on marital stability and
happiness among women with experiences of marital infidelity. By evaluating the differential impact of these
two approaches, this study seeks to contribute empirical evidence to guide clinicians in selecting effective
interventions for restoring relational well-being in the aftermath of infidelity (Larki, 2025).

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied, quasi-experimental design using a pretest-posttest structure with a control
group. The statistical population consisted of women who attended counseling centers in Tehran during 2023—
2024 and had experienced marital infidelity. Forty-five women were recruited through purposive sampling and
randomly assigned to three groups of 15 participants each: two experimental groups and one control group.
One experimental group received Mentalization-Based Therapy, while the other underwent Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment. Both interventions were delivered across structured sessions by trained therapists.
The control group received no intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using the Marital Instability Index and the Marital Happiness Scale, administered before
and after the intervention. Statistical analysis was conducted using Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) to
assess the differential effects of the two interventions while controlling for baseline scores.

Findings

The results of ANCOVA indicated a significant reduction in marital instability among participants who
received Mentalization-Based Therapy compared to the control group (p<0.05). However, Unified
Transdiagnostic Treatment did not produce a significant effect on marital instability relative to the control
condition (p>0.05).

Regarding marital happiness, the analysis revealed that neither MBT nor UTT led to a statistically significant
improvement compared to the control group (p>0.05). Thus, while MBT demonstrated efficacy in enhancing
marital stability, neither intervention yielded meaningful gains in marital happiness among women who had
experienced marital infidelity.

Discussion and Conclusion

The finding that MBT significantly reduced marital instability can be understood within the framework of
attachment and mentalization theories. Infidelity typically undermines emotional security, increases mistrust,
and generates persistent cognitive and emotional dysregulation (Choupani et al., 2019; Heidari Mamadi &
Vaziri Yazdi, 2019). By enhancing individuals’ capacity to accurately interpret and respond to their own and
others’ mental states, MBT appears to reduce hostile misattributions, foster empathy, and rebuild trust, thereby
promoting relational stability (Bateman & Fonagy, 2004; Dorougar, 2020; Kramer et al., 2021; Shams et
al., 2022). This aligns with the results of (Larki, 2025), which showed that MBT effectively enhanced
intimacy and marital satisfaction in women affected by infidelity. Similarly, (DiMaggio, 2020) found that
mentalization mediates the relationship between attachment security and marital satisfaction, suggesting that
strengthening this capacity may buffer relationships from collapse following betrayal.

Conversely, the lack of a significant effect of UTT on marital stability diverges from some prior studies that
reported benefits of this approach for relational outcomes (Bameshgi et al., 2019; Hatami et al., 2020). This
discrepancy may be explained by the nature of UTT, which primarily targets emotional symptoms such as
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anxiety and depression through skill-building and cognitive restructuring (Akbari et al., 2015; Barlow et al.,
2011; Norton, 2012). While these improvements may indirectly support relationship functioning, they may be
insufficient to repair the deep attachment injuries, mistrust, and relational schema disruptions caused by
infidelity. Supporting this view, (Afarin Sadeghi et al., 2021) reported that UTT reduced emotional distress
but did not alter core relationship beliefs, and (Akbari et al., 2015) noted its limitations in addressing
attachment dynamics.

The absence of significant changes in marital happiness across both interventions also warrants consideration.
Marital happiness is a multidimensional construct shaped by enduring factors such as meaning-making,
frequent positive affect, and a global sense of life satisfaction (Monika et al., 2023; Zand, 2023). Infidelity
often erodes positive affect and meaning within the relationship, and rebuilding happiness may require longer-
term, multi-level interventions targeting forgiveness, meaning, and positive shared experiences (Karimi et al.,
2024; Movahedrad et al., 2023; Zolfaghari et al., 2021). The present finding echoes (Karimi et al., 2024),
who found that UTT improved spiritual well-being but not marital happiness among women experiencing
infidelity. (Zolfaghari et al., 2021) similarly emphasized that improvements in marital happiness are
contingent on interventions directly targeting intimacy, forgiveness, and meaning reconstruction. MBT, while
effective for stabilizing relationships, may not address these deeper meaning-based and affective components
sufficiently to elevate happiness levels (Bateman & Fonagy, 2004; Kramer et al., 2021).

In sum, the current study suggests that while MBT effectively enhances marital stability by improving
empathy, reducing hostile interpretations, and fostering secure attachment patterns, it does not significantly
impact marital happiness. UTT, although valuable for reducing emotional symptoms, appears insufficient to
produce meaningful change in either marital stability or happiness among women recovering from infidelity.
These findings underscore the need for integrative therapeutic approaches that combine the emotional
regulation focus of UTT with the attachment reconstruction emphasis of MBT, while also incorporating
components aimed at meaning-making, forgiveness, and positive affect to fully restore both stability and
happiness in marital relationships after infidelity.
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