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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT)
and Schema Therapy (ST) on copingstylesand emotionregulationinwomen affected
by spousal infidelity. A semi-experimental pre-test-post-test design with a control
group and a 3-month follow-up was conducted. The statistical population included
married women affected by their husbands’ infidelity in Mashhad who responded to
the workshop invitation on treating infidelity-related trauma. Forty-five eligible
womenwere purposively selectedand randomly assigned to two experimental groups
and one control group (15 participants per group). The first experimental group
received ten sessions of EFT, and the second received ten sessions of ST. Data were
collected using the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2003) and the
Coping Strategies Questionnaire (Lazarus & Folkman, 1988). Data analysis was
performed using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS wersion 27. The results
indicated no significant difference between EFT and ST in improving problem-
focused coping style (F=37.69, p<0.46) and emotion-focused coping style (F=61.38,
p<0.51). However, EFT was significantly more effective than ST in enhancing
emotion regulation among women affected by infidelity (F=27.89, p<0.017). Both
therapeutic approaches can be applied to improve coping styles inwomen affected by
marital infidelity; however, EFT is more effective for enhancing their emotional
regulation. These findings provide valuable guidance for family therapists and
counselors in designing culturally appropriate interventions to support couples
impacted by infidelity.

Keywords: Emotion-Focused Therapy; Schema Therapy; Infidelity; Emotion-
Focused Coping Style; Problem-Focused Coping Style; Emotion Regulation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital infidelity is one of the most devastating interpersonal crises, deeply undermining the sense of trust,
safety, and emotional security between partners (Lonergan et al., 2021). Betrayal of this kind often leads to
intense psychological distress, including shock, anger, humiliation, and feelings of abandonment (Zou et al.,
2025). These experiences are frequently accompanied by difficulty in emotion regulation—a core
psychological capacity that enables individuals to recognize, express, and modulate their emotional responses
(Gross & John, 2003). When emotion regulation processes break down, betrayed women are more likely to
adopt maladaptive coping strategies such as avoidance, suppression, or emotional withdrawal, which can
worsen symptoms of anxiety and depression (Dillenbeck, 2023; Masumi Tabar et al., 2021). Moreover,
research suggests that the ability to cope adaptively with infidelity is significantly influenced by underlying
cognitive and emotional patterns formed throughout life, including maladaptive schemas (Khalili et al., 2023;
Sadat Sharifi et al., 2021).

Two contemporary psychotherapeutic approaches have gained attention for addressing the aftermath of
infidelity. Schema Therapy (ST) is an integrative approach that targets early maladaptive schemas—pervasive
negative patterns of thinking and feeling that originate in childhood and shape adult relationships (Aghaei et
al., 2021; Oraki, 2019). ST uses cognitive, experiential, and behavioral strategies to modify these deep-seated
beliefs, supporting the development of healthier coping mechanisms (Kashipazha & Safdari Gushchi, 2024).
Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT), on the other hand, emphasizes the processing of primary emotions and the
restructuring of emotional responses to build secure connections and foster self-compassion (Cornish et al.,
2020; Dessaulles et al., 2003). EFT provides a safe space to explore vulnerable emotions like grief and anger,
helping individuals to integrate and regulate intense affective states (Hasani Rad et al., 2025; Suveg et al.,
2018).

Although both approaches have shown effectiveness in improving psychological outcomes following
relational trauma, their comparative influence on key adaptation variables—particularly coping styles and
emotion regulation—remains understudied, especially in non-Western cultural contexts (Alsubaie, 2024; Far
et al., 2024). Previous Iranian research has largely examined either general mental health improvements or
isolated aspects of marital functioning without directly comparing EFT and ST in women experiencing betrayal
(Heidari Sharaf & Arefi, 2022; Sadat Sharifi et al., 2021). In addition, many studies have lacked longitudinal
follow-up, making it difficult to determine the sustainability of therapeutic gains (Nakhaei et al., 2022).
Addressing this knowledge gap is critical because coping and emotional regulation play pivotal roles in
psychological recovery and relational readjustment after infidelity (Pearson et al., 2023; Tavalaei et al.,
2019).

The present study was designed to fill this gap by directly comparing the effectiveness of EFT and ST on
emotion-focused and problem-focused coping styles and on emotion regulation among women affected by
marital infidelity. Drawing on the transactional model of stress and coping (Lazarus, 1984) and the process
model of emotion regulation (Gross & John, 2003), this study aimed to determine whether EFT’s rapid
facilitation of emotional processing would outperform ST in immediate emotion regulation, and whether ST’s
deeper cognitive restructuring would manifest comparably in coping outcomes.

Methods and Materials

This research employed a semi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and a control group, along with a
three-month follow-up. The study population included married women aged 20-50 from Mashhad, Iran, who
had experienced spousal infidelity and voluntarily responded to a public call for participation in a therapeutic
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workshop. Forty-five eligible participants were recruited through purposive sampling and randomly assigned
to two experimental groups and one control group, with 15 participants in each.

The first experimental group received Emotion-Focused Therapy following a ten-session protocol adapted
from Johnson’s model. These sessions involved emotional awareness, safe expression of vulnerability,
restructuring maladaptive emotional responses, and developing secure interpersonal patterns. The second
experimental group received Schema Therapy across ten sessions based on Young’s integrative Schema-
focused model, which included schema assessment, imagery rescripting, cognitive restructuring, and
experiential reparenting techniques. The control group received no structured intervention beyond general
supportive conversation.

Data collection tools included the Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (Gross & John, 2003) to measure
cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression and the Coping Strategies Questionnaire (Lazarus & Folkman,
1984) to assess both problem-focused and emotion-focused coping strategies. Data analysis was conducted
using repeated measures ANOVA in SPSS version 27 to examine within-group and between-group effects
across pre-test, post-test, and follow-up assessments.

Findings

Descriptive analysis indicated improvements in both coping strategies and emotion regulation scores in the
experimental groups compared to the control group across post-test and follow-up. Repeated measures
ANOVA revealed significant main effects of time and group for problem-focused coping, emotion-focused
coping, and emotion regulation. Specifically, both EFT and ST produced significant positive change from pre-
test to post-test in problem-focused coping and emotion-focused coping compared to the control group.
However, no significant difference emerged between the two active interventions regarding these coping
domains (problem-focused coping: F=37.69, p<0.46; emotion-focused coping: F=61.38, p<0.51).

In contrast, emotion regulation outcomes demonstrated a clear superiority of EFT over ST. Women who
underwent EFT showed a significantly greater improvement in emotion regulation at post-test compared to
those in the ST group (F=27.89, p<0.017). These gains remained more robust for the EFT group at three-month
follow-up, indicating better sustainability of emotion regulation improvement. Effect size calculations further
supported these patterns, suggesting moderate to strong intervention effects on coping and emotion regulation,
with the largest variance explained in the EFT group’s emotional regulation scores.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both Emotion-Focused Therapy and Schema Therapy are valuable approaches
for supporting women who have experienced the trauma of marital infidelity. Each intervention contributed to
improving coping mechanisms by helping participants move away from avoidance and emotional
disengagement toward more adaptive, problem-solving and emotion-processing strategies. This aligns with
prior research indicating that both EFT and ST can reduce maladaptive patterns and enhance resilience in the
face of relational betrayal (Aghaei et al., 2021; Far et al., 2024).

Nevertheless, the results revealed a distinct advantage of EFT in fostering emotion regulation. This is
consistent with studies showing that EFT’s experiential focus and emphasis on creating a safe environment for
emotional exploration can rapidly strengthen affect tolerance and reduce suppression (Cornish et al., 2020;
Hasani Rad et al., 2025). In the acute aftermath of betrayal, when emotional turmoil is intense and
overwhelming, the capacity to identify, name, and express feelings safely appears crucial. EFT’s structured
interventions—such as heightening key emotions and fostering compassionate self-connection—likely
accelerated these changes compared to ST’s cognitively driven work, which often requires more time to
reshape entrenched beliefs (Van der Linde et al., 2023).

The comparable gains in coping strategies between EFT and ST suggest that although their mechanisms differ,
both can disrupt maladaptive patterns like withdrawal and rumination. ST accomplishes this by challenging
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core schemas of defectiveness and abandonment (Kashipazha & Safdari Gushchi, 2024; Khalili et al., 2023),
while EFT enhances adaptive engagement through deep emotional processing and the repair of internal
working models of safety and trust (Dessaulles et al., 2003; Suveg et al., 2018). These overlapping outcomes
support an integrative view: coping improvement may be a common therapeutic denominator across evidence -
based interventions for betrayal trauma.

From a theoretical perspective, these findings integrate well with the transactional stress and coping model
(Lazarus, 1984) and the process model of emotion regulation (Gross & John, 2003). EFT seems to directly
influence the attentional and cognitive change stages of emotion regulation by encouraging reappraisal and
expression, while ST’s schema modification can indirectly reshape appraisal processes and promote adaptive
coping in the longer term. Such a dual-pathway understanding of therapeutic change underscores the
importance of both immediate emotional containment and deeper cognitive reconstruction for sustainable
recovery after relational trauma.

The cultural context of this study is also significant. In societies where family cohesion and traditional norms
strongly influence personal identity, betrayal may trigger amplified feelings of shame and isolation (Sadat
Sharifi et al., 2021; Tavalaei et al., 2019). Offering interventions like EFT that quickly restore emotional
balance may be particularly beneficial in reducing stigma-driven self-silencing and facilitating help-seeking
behaviors (Dillenbeck, 2023). Meanwhile, ST provides a culturally sensitive framework for exploring
childhood and relational experiences that may interact with these social norms, supporting longer-term
adaptation and relational growth.

Overall, the study highlights the complementary strengths of Emotion-Focused Therapy and Schema Therapy.
EFT emerges as a first-line approach when rapid emotional stabilization and regulation are required in the
acute phase of betrayal trauma, while ST may serve as a powerful follow-up or stand-alone option for
restructuring deep-seated maladaptive beliefs and sustaining coping competence. Clinically, this suggests a
flexible, staged intervention model that tailors therapy to the evolving psychological needs of betrayed women.
In conclusion, the comparative findings advance the understanding of how different evidence-based therapies
can address the complex psychological sequelae of marital infidelity. By clarifying their unique and shared
contributions, this study informs more targeted clinical decision-making and emphasizes the need for culturally
attuned, phase-specific care for women experiencing relational betrayal.
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