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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Marital relationships play a fundamental role in individuals' psychological well-
being and the stability of family systems. Marital conflicts, emotional
disengagement, and ineffective communication patterns can gradually undermine
relationship satisfaction and contribute to relational distress. In recent decades,
various approaches to couple therapy have been developed to address marital
difficulties; however, the complexity of couples’ problems often requires
integrative therapeutic frameworks that combine effective components from
different approaches in a structured and time-efficient manner.

Within the Iranian cultural context, marital relationships are strongly
influenced by sociocultural values, family structures, and culturally embedded
expectations regarding intimacy, commitment, and conflict resolution.
Consequently, therapeutic models developed in other cultural contexts may not
fully address the specific needs and relational dynamics of Iranian couples unless
they are appropriately adapted. Developing culturally sensitive and contextually
relevant intervention protocols can therefore enhance the applicability and
effectiveness of couple therapy in Iran.
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Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop and formulate a short-term
integrative couple therapy protocol based on a culturally adapted approach for
Iranian couples.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Integrative Approaches in Couple Therapy

Couple therapy is a primary modality for enhancing marital quality and mitigating
interpersonal conflicts (Gurman et al., 2015). Research demonstrates that couple
interventions reduce domestic conflict and elevate marital satisfaction (Hewison
et al., 2016). However, their clinical efficacy depends heavily on their alignment
with the socio-cultural and familial contexts of the target population (Naeem et
al., 2019).

To address the complexity of marital distress, integrative couple therapy
synthesizes cognitive, emotional, and behavioral components, offering clinical
flexibility across multiple theoretical modalities (Christensen et al., 2020). In Iran,
studies support this approach: Zarei et al. (2016) demonstrated that integrating
cognitive, behavioral, and emotional dimensions reduces marital distress, while
Rahmani et al. (2020) showed that an integrative framework focusing on cognitive
restructuring and emotion regulation effectively reduces conflict.

2.2. Multi-Dimensional Theoretical Foundations

2.2.1. Psychodynamic and Subjective Dimensions

Psychodynamic couple therapy explores unconscious conflicts, projective
identification, and developmental dynamics within the marital dyad (Scharff &
Scharff, 2014). In cultural contexts where direct emotional confrontation is
socially discouraged, psychodynamic exploration offers a structured, indirect
channel for processing vulnerable emotions.

2.2.2. Existential and Symbolic Dimensions

Logotherapy addresses marital functioning through the search for shared meaning
and personal responsibility (Frankl, 1985). Complementing this, metaphor therapy
utilizes symbols and narratives, allowing couples to articulate complex emotional
experiences in a culturally resonant format (Lantz, 2004).

2.2.3. Behavioral and Lifestyle Dimensions

Relational functioning is also shaped by daily habits, stress management, and
behavioral routines. Lifestyle modification focuses on practical skills to prevent
relational burnout (Walsh, 2012), translating emotional insights into daily
interactions.
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2.3. Cultural Adaptation and Indigenous Frameworks

Psychological interventions yield optimal outcomes when aligned with the
language, symbols, and lived experiences of the clients (Sue et al., 2009), as
emotional expression and marriage concepts vary across cultures (Abouteleb et
al., 2025). Western-developed protocols require systematic cultural adaptation.
Bernal and colleagues (2009) defined this process as follows:

Cultural adaptation is the systematic modification of an evidence-based
treatment or intervention protocol to consider language, culture, and context in
such a way that it is compatible with the client’s cultural patterns, values, and
meanings. This process aims to optimize the ecological validity and clinical
efficacy of the intervention. (Bernal et al., 2009, p. 361)

Conversely, using non-adapted protocols often generates clinical resistance or
conceptual misunderstandings among clients (Khaki et al., 2017; Laungani, 2004).

2.4. Structured Short-Term Interventions

Brief psychotherapeutic interventions offer rapid, cost-effective, and accessible
solutions for distressed couples (Carr, 2025). Recent Iranian studies support brief
approaches: Pourrahimi et al. (2024) showed that brief mindfulness-based
interventions reduce dysfunctional attitudes in couples, while Didehban and
Mohebi Noureddinvand (2025) found that brief solution-focused therapy
significantly enhances marital cohesion.

2.5. Research Gap
Despite the high demand for marital counseling in Iran, a significant gap persists
in the availability of indigenous, multi-dimensional, and structured couple therapy
protocols (Teimouri et al., 2023). Existing models are predominantly imported
frameworks that fail to account for Iranian family dynamics, such as extended
family involvement and religious-spiritual values (Nasr Esfahani et al., 2017).
While prior research supports integrative methods, there remains a critical
lack of a culturally adapted protocol that is simultaneously multi-dimensional
(integrating psychodynamic, existential, and behavioral layers), brief (10
sessions), and empirically validated. The present study addressed this gap by
developing and testing a culturally sensitive, integrative couple therapy protocol
for Iranian couples.

3. Methodology

This study used an exploratory mixed-methods design to develop a culturally
responsive integrative couple therapy protocol for Iranian couples. The research
was conducted in two sequential phases: (1) a qualitative phase for protocol
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development and (2) a quantitative pilot pretest—posttest phase for initial
implementation.

Phase 1: Qualitative (protocol development)

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 15 experts in couple
therapy/clinical psychology/family counseling (minimum five years of clinical
experience with Iranian couples). Sampling was purposeful and theoretical and
continued until theoretical saturation; after 12 interviews few new codes emerged,
and three additional interviews yielded no new codes, after which sampling
stopped. Interviews were audio-recorded with informed consent, transcribed, and
analyzed using inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Coding was
conducted manually and in MAXQDA, moving from initial coding to theme
development and refinement. In total, 185 initial codes were generated and
organized hierarchically into 12 organizing themes and 10 final themes, which
were synthesized into the overarching structure of the protocol. Analytic rigor was
supported through peer review of coding, participant feedback (member
checking), reflexive memoing, and maintaining an audit trail.

Phase 2: Quantitative (pilot implementation)

After content validation of the protocol, a pilot study was conducted with 10
couples selected via convenience sampling. Participants completed pre- and post-
intervention assessments surrounding the delivery of the initial protocol.
Quantitative data were summarized using means and standard deviations, and
paired-samples t-tests were used to compare pretest and posttest scores.

4. Results

Based on the qualitative thematic analysis, a structured 10-session integrative
couple therapy protocol was developed. The hierarchy of themes progressed from
185 initial codes through 12 organizing themes and 10 final themes to a single
overarching theme: “couple therapy protocol.”

The protocol is structured around a longitudinal, three-level model of change:

1. Introspection and Self-Awareness (Sessions 1-3): Drawing on
psychodynamic principles, these sessions focus on psychoeducation
regarding intrapsychic/interpersonal  conflicts, somatic emotional
experiences, and anxiety regulation.

2. Meaning-Making and Redefinition (Sessions 4-7): Utilizing logotherapy
and metaphor therapy, these sessions explore the meaning of life,
relationship metaphors, perfectionism vs. happiness, and the renegotiation
of roles, values, and ethics.
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3. Behavioral Consolidation (Sessions 8-10): Drawing on emotion-focused
and behavioral approaches, these sessions focus on problem-solving,
lifestyle modification, and communication skills to stabilize therapeutic
gains.

The cultural adaptation of the protocol was established across multiple levels,
specifically incorporating Iranian cultural norms (e.g., marital ethics, mutual
obligations, gender roles, forgiveness, and family-of-origin relationships) and
translating professional therapeutic terminology into culturally congruent
metaphors and homework assignments. Content validity of the final protocol was
confirmed by a panel of 7 experts, yielding a high overall consensus (agreement
index > 0.86).

The quantitative pilot implementation with 10 couples demonstrated
significant improvements across all primary outcomes from pretest to posttest.
Paired-samples t-tests indicated a statistically significant decrease in marital
conflicts (t(9) = 2.68, p < 0.05, d = 2.88), a significant increase in life satisfaction
(t(9)=-2.97, p < 0.01, d = 2.89), and a significant increase in psychological well-
being (t(9) = —1.94,p< 0.05,d = 0.61). Effect size calculations (Cohen’s d)
confirmed very large effects for marital conflicts and life satisfaction, and a
moderate effect for psychological well-being, supporting the preliminary clinical
feasibility and efficacy of the protocol.

5. Discussion

The developmental rationale of this integrative couple therapy protocol lies in its
sequential, synergistic transition from intrapsychic adjustment to interpersonal
systemic changes. By integrating short-term psychodynamic therapy,
logotherapy/metaphor therapy, and lifestyle/communication modifications, the
protocol addresses couples’ difficulties through an “inside-out” change model.

Initially, resolving intrapsychic conflicts, reducing defense mechanisms, and
regulating anxiety (psychodynamic phase) restores the partners’ emotional
capacity, serving as a prerequisite for existential meaning-making and value
renegotiation (existential phase). Rather than relying on individualistic, emotion-
focused Western paradigms, this protocol establishes cultural adaptation by
reinterpreting gender roles, marital ethics, mutual obligations, and perfectionism
within the relational, family-oriented matrix of the Iranian cultural context.

The content validation (expert consensus > 0.86) and preliminary pilot
findings (significant decreases in marital conflict and substantial increases in life
satisfaction and psychological well-being) align with established literature
advocating for the cultural adaptation of psychological interventions (Bernal et al.,
2009; Sue et al., 2009) and the therapeutic integration of psychodynamic,
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existential, and behavioral systems (Scharff & Scharff, 2014; Schneider et al.,
2017). The pilot results provide initial empirical support for the clinical feasibility
and effectiveness of this indigenous, structured, short-term intervention.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study successfully designed, validated, and pilot-tested an

indigenous, structured, 10-session integrative couple therapy protocol tailored to

the cultural and relational dynamics of Iranian couples. By sequentially
transitioning from intrapsychic exploration to existential meaning-making and
behavioral consolidation, the protocol offers a coherent therapeutic framework
that addresses the limitations of standard Western individualistic models in non-
Western societies.
The primary contribution of this research lies in three key dimensions:

e Structural Integration: Providing a systematic “inside-out” therapeutic
progression where early psychodynamic anxiety-regulation prepares the
couples’ ego strength for subsequent existential renegotiations and behavioral
skill-building.

e Conceptual Indigenous Adaptation: Redefining abstract concepts—such as
gender roles, perfectionism vs. happiness, and marital ethics—not through
rigid traditional stereotypes or hyper-individualistic paradigms, but through
collaborative, culturally congruent agreements based on mutual respect and
shared responsibilities.

e Operational Relevance: Translating abstract values and clinical techniques
into accessible Persian metaphors, structured therapeutic dialogues, and
culturally adapted homework assignments.

Despite the promising preliminary efficacy and high expert consensus, several

limitations restrict the generalizability of these findings. The quantitative pilot

phase was conducted on a small sample size (N = 10 couples) without a

randomized control group or longitudinal follow-up, representing only

preliminary feasibility evidence. Furthermore, potential confounding variables,
such as attachment styles, individual personality traits, and socioeconomic
diversity, were not controlled.

To validate and expand upon these findings, future research should:

e Employ randomized controlled trial (RCT) designs with larger sample sizes
and long-term follow-ups (e.g., 6 and 12 months) to establish the sustained
efficacy of the protocol.

e Evaluate the protocol’s effectiveness across diverse clinical sub-populations
(e.g., couples facing emotional divorce, marital infidelity, or physical
illnesses) and various sub-ethnic groups within Iran.



39 | Development and Formulation of a Short-Term Integrative ... ; Pasbani Ardabili et al.

e Investigate mediating and moderating variables such as baseline attachment
security, emotional resilience, and spirituality.

e Transition the protocol into clinical practice by developing standard
manualized training programs and workshops for family counselors and
marital therapists nationwide.

Keywords: Integrative Couple Therapy, Therapeutic Protocol, Cultural
Adaptation, Iranian Context.
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