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Abstract

The aim of this study was to investigate the effectiveness of combining the two narrative and couple
therapy methods of emotion-focuses therapy to reduce depression and increase the marital adjustment
of infertile couples. The method of this study semi-experimental and pre-test, post-test and follow-up
with the control group, which was conducted on 30 infertile couples in Birjand in 2017. Individuals
were randomly assigned to two experimental and control groups (15 pairs in each group). In order to
analyze the data, analysis of covariance, repeated measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc
test were used. The results showed that the combination of narrative therapy and emotion-oriented
couple therapy had a significant effect on marital adjustment and depression in the experimental group
compared to the control group (p> 0.01). It should be noted that the effect of the treatment is maintained
after two months (p 0.01). Considering the effectiveness of combining two methods of narrative therapy
and emotion-oriented couple therapy on depression and marital adjustment, the combination of these
two methods can be a good option for clients who consult counseling centers to receive effective
treatment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Infertility, which affects approximately 8 to 12 percent of couples, is associated with significant
psychological consequences such as depression, anxiety, guilt, shame, and reduced self-esteem (Borght &
Wyns, 2018; Ussher & Perz, 2019). These issues tend to be more severe in women and may lead to
psychological disorders such as obsessive-compulsive symptoms, aggression, and even psychosis
(Taghavi & Fathi Ashtiyani, 2009). Studies have shown that infertile couples experience lower quality of
life and more damaged marital relationships compared to fertile couples (Monga et al., 2004; Valiani &
Abedian, 2015). Given the bidirectional interaction between depression and marital discord, psychologists
have proposed various therapeutic approaches to alleviate these issues. One of the most effective methods
is Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), which focuses on identifying, expressing, and restructuring
fundamental emotions within the relationship. Research has shown that this approach not only reduces
symptoms of depression but also significantly enhances marital satisfaction, sexual satisfaction, couples'
resilience, and individual adjustment (Denton et al., 2003; Shafi Abadi et al., 2010; Davaie Markazi et al.,
2021). By creating a safe space for emotional expression, EFT helps couples manage conflicts more
constructively.

In addition, Narrative Therapy, as a complementary approach, enables individuals to establish a new
relationship with their problems by retelling and reinterpreting the story of their lives, thereby deriving
different meanings from their experiences. Narrative Therapy has been particularly effective in the
cognitive and meaning-making dimensions of relationships, and it has been reported to reduce depression,
increase marital satisfaction, improve communication patterns, reduce tendencies toward divorce, and
enhance couple commitment (Ball et al., 2011; Boostan et al., 2008; Ghodsi et al., 2018). Combining these
two approaches can provide a comprehensive and effective intervention—both emotionally and

cognitively—for treating couples struggling with depression and marital problems

Methodology

The method of this study was quasi-experimental with a pretest, posttest, and follow-up design along with
a control group. The statistical population included infertile couples residing in Birjand in 2017, who had
at least 10 years of shared life and had referred to the women's clinic due to infertility. Sampling was
purposive, and 30 couples with the highest marital maladjustment and symptoms of depression were
selected and randomly assigned into two groups: experimental (15 couples) and control (15 couples).
Inclusion criteria were presence of depression and marital conflicts, willingness and commitment to attend
therapy sessions, and absence of severe psychological or physical disorders. The research instruments

included the Beck Depression Inventory and the Spanier Dyadic Adjustment Scale, which were
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administered separately to husbands and wives in three stages (pretest, posttest, and follow-up). The scores

of each couple were combined and analyzed based on the total scores.

Result and Discussion
In this study, repeated measures covariance analysis and multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA)
were used due to their suitability with the research hypotheses.

To evaluate the hypothesis regarding the effectiveness of the combined narrative therapy and
emotionally focused couple therapy on depression in infertile couples, a univariate repeated measures
covariance analysis was performed. The results indicated a significant reduction in depression scores
among participants in the experimental group compared to those in the control group, after controlling for
pre-test scores (F' = 38.78, p < 0.0001, effect size = 0.59, power = 1). This finding suggests that the
integrative therapy significantly alleviated depressive symptoms in infertile couples.

In examining the hypothesis related to the impact of the combined therapies on marital adjustment, a
multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOV A) was conducted. The findings revealed that, after adjusting
for pre-test scores, participants in the experimental group showed significantly higher scores in all
components of marital adjustment—including agreement (F' = 39.79, p < 0.0001, effect size = 0.62),
emotional expression (F = 32.94, p < 0.0001, effect size = 0.57), cohesion (F' = 144.84, p < 0.0001, effect
size = 0.85), and marital satisfaction (' = 17.40, p < 0.0001, effect size = 0.42)—compared to the control
group. These results highlight the broad effectiveness of the intervention in improving couples’ relational
quality.

In explaining the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) in improving marital
adjustment and reducing depression among couples, it can be stated that this approach, by focusing on
emotions and attachment needs, helps couples with communication problems to engage in transparent
discussions about their needs and feelings instead of engaging in power struggles (Johnson, 2008). In
therapy sessions, couples learn to identify maladaptive patterns from the past and develop more secure
and responsive interactions. This process increases emotional accessibility between partners and
decreases feelings of hopelessness and depression. These findings are consistent with the study by
Khojasteh Mehr, Shiralinia, Rajabi, and Beshlideh (2013), which demonstrated the effectiveness of EFT
in reducing depressive symptoms and improving emotional regulation among distressed couples.

Narrative therapy can enhance marital adjustment and reduce depression in infertile couples by
helping them identify and reconstruct dominant life narratives influenced by broader socio-cultural
structures. Through the stages of externalization (deconstructing the problem), reconstruction
(developing alternative, positive stories), and consolidation (integrating these narratives into everyday

life), individuals gain greater responsibility for preferred narratives and recover overlooked positive
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experiences. This therapeutic process enables couples to redefine their relationships with themselves,

their history, and others, fostering a more hopeful and less problem-saturated future.

Conclusion

Based on the aforementioned points, the application of this intervention was able to guide the clients in the
experimental group toward more individualized and liberating narratives, in contrast to dominant
maladaptive narratives. Achieving these new narratives was made possible through the clients’ own sense
of responsibility. Considering these findings and the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple
Therapy (EFT) in regulating the emotions of couples—along with the use of alternative narratives instead
of maladaptive past stories—it can be concluded that integrating the emotionally focused and narrative

approaches has a significant effect on improving marital adjustment and reducing depression in couples.
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