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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of solution-focused therapy (SFBT)
and emotion-focused therapy (EFT) in reducing alexithymia among betrayed women.
A quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments and a
control group was employed. The study population consisted of women experiencing
marital infidelity who referred to counseling centers in Qaemshahr in 2023. Using
convenient and purposive sampling, 45 eligible participants were randomly assigned
to three groups (SFBT, EFT, and control). EFT was delivered based on Greenberg’s
model in eight 2-hour sessions twice weekly, while SFBT followed Jafari’s protocol
in eight 90-minute weekly sessions. The Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) was
administered, and data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and
repeated measures. Both interventions significantly reduced alexithymia scores
compared with the control group (p<0.05). However, the reduction was greater in the
EFT group than in the SFBT group, indicating superior effectiveness of EFT. Similar
patterns were observed across the TAS-20 subscales of difficulty identifying feelings,
difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking. Both SFBT and EFT
are beneficial in improving emotional awareness and expression among betrayed
women, but EFT shows a stronger impact on reducing alexithymia. These findings
suggest EFT as a more effective therapeutic option for clinicians working with

women affected by marital infidelity.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital infidelity is a profoundly disruptive relational trauma that destabilizes emotional and cognitive
functioning, often leaving deep psychological wounds particularly in women (Rokach & Chan, 2023; Weiser
et al., 2023). Experiencing betrayal typically evokes intense negative emotions such as anger, grief, mistrust,
and worthlessness, which may impair adaptive coping and increase vulnerability to emotional dysregulation
(Hong & Wang, 2023; Neilson et al., 2023). Among the psychological consequences of infidelity,
alexithymia—characterized by difficulty in identifying and describing feelings and externally oriented
thinking—has emerged as a critical barrier to emotional healing and interpersonal recovery (Momeni et al.,
2018). Individuals with high alexithymia are unable to label their emotions or communicate them effectively,
which can lead to somatization and social withdrawal, thereby impeding access to psychological support and
prolonging psychological distress (Neilson et al., 2023; Rokach & Chan, 2023).

In recent years, therapeutic approaches that directly address emotional processing and self-efficacy have been
emphasized for women impacted by infidelity. Two prominent evidence-based interventions are Solution-
Focused Brief Therapy (SFBT) and Emotion-Focused Therapy (EFT) (Noshi et al., 2023; Shokrolahi et al.,
2023). SFBT is a short-term, goal-directed model that emphasizes clients’ strengths and future possibilities
rather than exploring the past. It uses structured techniques such as the “miracle question,” exception finding,
and scaling to enhance hope and empower clients to cope effectively with adversity (Mami & Hosseini, 2019;
Pirmoradi et al., 2023). Research suggests SFBT can reduce psychological distress, build resilience, and
improve relationship satisfaction after infidelity (Babasafari et al., 2023; McDowell et al., 2023; Noori &
Bagheri, 2021).

Conversely, EFT, grounded in attachment theory and affective science, focuses on fostering emotional
awareness and transforming maladaptive emotional responses into adaptive ones. By creating a safe
therapeutic environment, EFT enables clients to access and process underlying emotions such as fear, shame,
and anger, reconstruct meaning, and restore a coherent sense of self (Conroy et al., 2023; Dailey et al., 2023;
Zhao et al., 2025). Studies indicate that EFT is particularly effective in helping women rebuild self-worth and
relational trust after betrayal by encouraging direct engagement with suppressed emotions (Badanfiroz, 2025;
Woolley & Koren, 2025).

While both approaches have shown promise, there is a lack of direct comparative studies evaluating their
relative effectiveness in reducing alexithymia among betrayed women, especially in sociocultural contexts
where emotional disclosure is discouraged and stigma around infidelity is prevalent (Movahedrad et al., 2023;
Oharmian et al., 2023). In Iranian culture, for example, cultural taboos and social pressures often lead women
to suppress emotions and avoid seeking formal psychological support, exacerbating alexithymia and
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psychological isolation (Movahedrad et al., 2023). Against this backdrop, the current study aimed to directly
compare SFBT and EFT in reducing alexithymia among women affected by marital infidelity, to inform
culturally sensitive clinical decision-making and optimize therapeutic outcomes.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up assessments,
incorporating three parallel groups: an EFT group, an SFBT group, and a control group. The study population
comprised women experiencing marital infidelity who sought support at counseling centers in Qaemshahr,
Iran, during 2023. Using convenience and purposive sampling, 45 eligible participants were recruited and
randomly assigned to one of the three groups, each containing 15 participants. Inclusion criteria were being
aged 25-45 years, having at least two years of marital life, experiencing spousal infidelity, and willingness to
attend therapy sessions. Participants with severe psychiatric disorders or concurrent psychological treatments
were excluded.

The Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) was used to assess alexithymia and its subdimensions: difficulty
identifying feelings (DIF), difficulty describing feelings (DDF), and externally oriented thinking (EOT).

The SFBT intervention followed the Jafari et al. group therapy protocol, consisting of eight 90-minute weekly
sessions. It emphasized goal setting, resource activation, exception finding, scaling progress, and future
visioning. The EFT program was based on Greenberg’s model and included eight 2-hour sessions held twice
weekly, focusing on emotional awareness, exploration of maladaptive patterns, accessing primary emotions,
and reconstructing secure internal emotional experiences. The control group received no therapeutic
intervention during the study period but was offered support after data collection.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), and repeated measures
analysis to compare pretest, posttest, and follow-up scores across the three groups. Bonferroni post-hoc tests
further clarified between-group differences.

Findings

The results indicated a significant overall group effect on alexithymia scores (p < .05). Both experimental
groups demonstrated notable post-intervention improvements compared to the control group, confirming the
effectiveness of SFBT and EFT in reducing alexithymia among betrayed women. Mean total alexithymia
scores in the SFBT group decreased from 54.3 (SD = 4.4) at pretest to 32.2 (SD = 4.9) at posttest and remained
relatively stable at follow-up (31.3, SD = 3.8). Similarly, the EFT group’s scores dropped from 51.2 (SD =
5.2) at pretest to 28.4 (SD = 5.3) at posttest and stayed consistent at follow-up (28.4, SD = 3.8). The control
group showed no meaningful changes across time points.

Post-hoc Bonferroni tests revealed that both treatment groups differed significantly from the control group at
posttest and follow-up (p < .05). Additionally, EFT produced significantly greater reductions in alexithymia
than SFBT (p < .05). Subscale analyses confirmed these patterns: EFT participants exhibited larger
improvements in difficulty identifying feelings and difficulty describing feelings, while both treatments
similarly improved externally oriented thinking but with slightly stronger gains in the EFT group.

Effect sizes calculated through partial eta squared indicated a strong impact of EFT (n>=0.61) compared with
a moderate-to-strong effect of SFBT (n? = 0.49). These findings suggest that while both therapies were
beneficial, EFT yielded deeper and more sustained reductions in emotional unawareness and expression
difficulties.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study demonstrated that both SFBT and EFT significantly reduce alexithymia in women coping with
marital betrayal, but EFT had superior outcomes. These results align with existing literature emphasizing
EFT’s ability to foster deep emotional processing and restructure maladaptive patterns (Conroy et al., 2023;
Dailey et al., 2023). The EFT model’s focus on safe emotional exploration and attachment repair appears
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crucial for betrayed women who often experience profound relational trauma and self-worth damage (Woolley
& Koren, 2025; Zhao et al., 2025).

Our findings also support prior research showing that SFBT’s resource-oriented, future-focused approach can
provide meaningful relief from emotional distress, instilling hope and enhancing coping abilities after
relational trauma (Babasafari et al., 2023; Mami & Hosseini, 2019; Noori & Bagheri, 2021). However, the
relatively smaller effect sizes for SFBT compared with EFT suggest that without targeted work on underlying
emotional wounds, improvements in emotional awareness may be less profound and enduring.

Cultural factors likely influence these outcomes. In collectivistic and honor-based societies, such as Iran, social
stigma surrounding infidelity may lead to emotional suppression and isolation (Movahedrad et al., 2023;
Oharmian et al., 2023). EFT’s emphasis on safe, empathic exploration may therefore be especially valuable
in counteracting culturally reinforced avoidance of emotional disclosure. Meanwhile, SFBT’s pragmatic and
hope-based structure may suit individuals seeking less emotionally intense interventions while still fostering
meaningful change (McDowell et al., 2023; Pirmoradi et al., 2023).

From a clinical perspective, these findings highlight the importance of individualized treatment planning. EFT
may be most appropriate for clients with severe emotional trauma and deep alexithymia, whereas SFBT may
be preferable for clients seeking shorter, solution-oriented work or as a first step before deeper emotional
interventions. The study also underscores the need for culturally sensitive adaptation of therapeutic techniques,
especially in contexts where stigma hinders emotional expression.

In conclusion, while both EFT and SFBT show strong therapeutic value for betrayed women, EFT
demonstrates greater efficacy in addressing the core emotional deficits of alexithymia. Incorporating EFT,
particularly when adapted to local cultural and relational contexts, can provide a robust framework for
emotional recovery after marital infidelity. At the same time, SFBT remains an effective and accessible
approach, especially where resources are limited or clients prefer brief, goal-focused therapy. Together, these
interventions offer complementary avenues for improving psychological well-being and resilience among
women navigating the aftermath of betrayal.
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