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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT)
and yoga therapy in improving communication patterns among depressed married
women. A quasi-experimental design with a pretest—posttestand control group was
employed. The population comprised married women aged 2045 years diagnosed
with depressive disorder and referredto counselingcentersinChalous. Thirty eligible
participants were selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to
three groups of ten. One experimental group received twelve 90-minute sessions of
EFT, another received twelve 90-minute sessions of yoga therapy, while the control
group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Christensen and
Sullaway Marital Communication Patterns Questionnaire and analyzed using
ANCOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests. ANCOVA results revealed a significant
group effect on all three communication components: constructive communication
(F=182.64, p=0.001, 12=0.938), mutual avoidance (F=162.11, p=0.001, 1>=0.931),
and demand/withdraw (F=65.02, p=0.001,11*>=0.844). Bonferroni tests indicated that
EFT outperformed both yoga and control groups, and yoga therapy also showed
significant improvements compared to the control group. Both EFT and yoga therapy
effectively improved communication patterns in depressed married women, but EFT
demonstrated stronger effects and can be considered a priority intervention for
enhancing marital relationships in this population.

Keywords: Depression, married women, emotion-focused therapy, yoga therapy,
communication patterns
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Depression is among the most prevalent psychological disorders in married women, often exerting a profound
impact on their marital relationships, emotional intimacy, and communication patterns. Marital relationship
quality is considered a crucial determinant of women’s psychological well-being, life satisfaction, and social
functioning, whereas communication difficulties can exacerbate conflicts, increase marital dissatisfaction, and
intensify depressive symptoms (Rezaei et al., 2010). Prior research has consistently demonstrated that
depressive disorders are strongly associated with lower levels of constructive communication, and higher
levels of mutual avoidance and demand/withdraw patterns in couples’ interactions, which can perpetuate a
maladaptive cycle of poor communication and persistent depressive symptoms (Badanfiroz, 2025; Navroodi
et al., 2025). Therefore, developing and implementing psychological interventions that can simultaneously
reduce depressive symptoms and improve couples’ communication skills is of critical importance.
Emotion-Focused Therapy for Couples (EFT), originally developed by Johnson and colleagues, is one of the
most empirically supported approaches to treating couples’ relationship problems in the context of depression
(Dessaulles et al., 2003). EFT is grounded in attachment theory and emotion regulation principles and aims
to help couples identify, express, and restructure underlying emotional experiences within their interactions.
Substantial evidence indicates that EFT enhances emotional intimacy, promotes emotional self-disclosure, and
strengthens marital commitment, which in turn significantly improves couples’ communication patterns
(Ardakhani & Seadatee Shamir, 2022; Vazhappilly & Reyes, 2018). By breaking negative interactional
cycles and fostering secure, responsive interactions, EFT contributes to building stronger and more supportive
relationships (Holmstrom, 2023; Mirlouhian et al., 2021). Several empirical studies have confirmed the
effectiveness of EFT in reducing depressive symptoms, marital burnout, and dysfunctional communication
patterns (Badanfiroz, 2025; Fathi et al., 2022; Moqadam, 2023; Navroodi et al., 2025).

Conversely, yoga therapy has emerged over recent decades as a complementary mind-body intervention with
growing evidence supporting its efficacy for alleviating depression. Yoga, by integrating physical postures,
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breathing exercises, and mindfulness, is believed to improve mood and reduce depressive symptoms through
physiological mechanisms such as regulating the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis and increasing
serotonin and dopamine production (Bridges & Sharma, 2017; Gallagher et al., 2020; Singh et al., 2024).
Meta-analytic findings support the positive effects of yoga, meditation, and mindfulness-based interventions
on reducing depression, anxiety, and stress among various populations, including women (Breedvelt et al.,
2019). Moreover, yoga has been shown to enhance emotional intelligence, mindfulness, and self-regulation,
which are linked to greater relationship satisfaction and healthier communication in couples (Ahmadi et al.,
2016; Galloway et al., 2022). By fostering present-moment awareness and nonjudgmental acceptance, yoga
helps individuals decrease reactivity and adopt more constructive patterns of interaction within their
relationships, which can indirectly strengthen communication patterns (Armat et al., 2022; Jalilvand et al.,
2021; Uebelacker & Yen, 2021).

Importantly, combining emotion-regulation-based interventions such as EFT with body-based interventions
such as yoga could potentially have synergistic effects on improving marital functioning among depressed
women. EFT restructures maladaptive emotional responses and strengthens intimacy, while yoga alleviates
depressive symptoms and promotes mental calmness, thereby jointly facilitating positive relational change
(Amani, 2015; Sajadian et al., 2023). EFT targets deeper emotional layers and interactional patterns, whereas
yoga addresses somatic tension and emotional balance, representing two complementary pathways toward
enhancing marital relationships (Galloway et al., 2022; Holmstrom, 2023). Previous studies have shown that
EFT improves both depressive symptoms and communication outcomes, while yoga contributes to reducing
emotional distress and improving psychological well-being, which can further support relational functioning
(Ahmadi et al., 2016; Armat et al., 2022; Mogadam, 2023; Navroodi et al., 2025; Rezaei et al., 2010;
Sajadian et al., 2023).

However, few studies have directly compared the effects of EFT and yoga therapy on marital communication
patterns in depressed married women. Most previous research has evaluated these interventions separately,
leaving a gap in understanding their relative efficacy (Badanfiroz, 2025; Mirlouhian et al., 2021; Navroodi
et al., 2025). Therefore, the present study aimed to fill this gap by comparing the effectiveness of EFT and
yoga therapy on communication patterns in depressed married women.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and a control group. The statistical
population included married women aged 20-45 years who had been diagnosed with depressive disorder by
certified psychiatrists in Chalous and were referred to counseling centers for psychological treatment. From
this population, 46 women were initially screened, and 30 participants who met the inclusion criteria were
selected using purposive sampling. They were then randomly assigned to three groups (n = 10 each): two
experimental groups and one control group. One experimental group received Emotion-Focused Therapy
(EFT) in twelve 90-minute sessions, while the other experimental group participated in twelve 90-minute yoga
therapy sessions. The control group received no treatment and remained on a waiting list. The Christensen and
Sullaway Marital Communication Patterns Questionnaire (1984) was used to measure three communication
components: constructive communication, mutual avoidance, and demand/withdraw patterns. Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, SD, skewness, kurtosis) and inferential statistics including
ANCOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests via SPSS-26.

Findings

The results indicated that there were no significant differences between the three groups regarding
demographic variables such as age and education. Descriptive statistics showed that the mean score of
constructive communication increased from 28.10 (SD=4.35) to 42.50 (SD=4.95) in the EFT group, from 29.30
(SD=5.31) to 36.30 (SD=5.91) in the yoga group, and remained stable (28.50 to 28.10) in the control group.
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Mutual avoidance decreased from 19.70 (SD=2.87) t09.90 (SD=2.19) in the EFT group, from 19.40 (SD=3.09)
to 12.20 (SD=2.99) in the yoga group, while it slightly increased from 20.00 to 20.50 in the control group.
Demand/withdraw scores decreased from 40.80 (SD=3.85) to 29.10 (SD=3.88) in the EFT group, from 40.50
(SD=6.48) to 31.90 (SD=7.49) in the yoga group, and remained nearly unchanged in the control group (39.90
to 40.30).

ANCOVA results revealed a significant main effect of group on all three components after controlling for
pretest scores. For constructive communication, F(2,24)=182.64, p=0.001, n?>=0.938; for mutual avoidance,
F(2,24)=162.11, p=0.001, n?>=0.931; and for demand/withdraw, F(2,24)=65.02, p=0.001, n>=0.844. Bonferroni
post hoc tests showed that EFT outperformed both yoga and control groups in improving constructive
communication and reducing mutual avoidance and demand/withdraw patterns. Yoga therapy also
significantly improved all three components compared to the control group, though its effect sizes were smaller
than those of EFT.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrated that both EFT and yoga therapy effectively improved marital
communication patterns in depressed married women, as evidenced by increased constructive communication
and decreased mutual avoidance and demand/withdraw behaviors. However, EFT produced larger effect sizes
than yoga across all components. This finding aligns with theoretical models suggesting that EFT, by focusing
on identifying and restructuring underlying emotional experiences, fosters emotional responsiveness and
secure bonding, which directly disrupts negative interactional cycles and enhances positive communication
(Dessaulles et al., 2003; Holmstrom, 2023; Moqadam, 2023).

Yoga therapy also showed significant positive effects, consistent with studies indicating that yoga reduces
depressive symptoms and improves emotional regulation and mindfulness, which indirectly support healthier
interpersonal functioning (Ahmadi et al., 2016; Breedvelt et al., 2019; Gallagher et al., 2020; Galloway et
al., 2022; Singh et al., 2024). The superior impact of EFT could be attributed to its direct focus on modifying
couples’ interactional patterns and fostering emotional intimacy, whereas yoga primarily alleviates
psychological distress and enhances intrapersonal resources, which may then translate into improved
communication.

These findings are consistent with prior evidence showing EFT’s effectiveness in reducing depression and
marital burnout and improving communication and intimacy (Badanfiroz, 2025; Fathi et al., 2022;
Mirlouhian et al., 2021; Navroodi et al., 2025), while yoga has been shown to promote well-being, meaning
in life, and emotional connectedness among women (Ahmadi et al., 2016; Armat et al., 2022; Sajadian et
al., 2023). Overall, the results suggest that although both interventions are beneficial, EFT may be more
effective for improving communication patterns in depressed married women, possibly due to its relationally
focused and attachment-based mechanisms (Ardakhani & Seadatee Shamir, 2022; Rezaei et al., 2010;
Vazhappilly & Reyes, 2018).

In conclusion, this study highlights the importance of addressing both emotional and physiological aspects of
depression and relational functioning. EFT appears particularly suited for women whose depression is closely
intertwined with relational conflict, while yoga may serve as a valuable adjunct to enhance emotional
regulation and reduce distress. Integrating these two approaches could offer a comprehensive intervention
model to improve mental health and relational functioning in this population.
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