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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer in women has a detrimental impact on marital
relationships. The present study aimed to assess the effectiveness of emotion-
focused couple therapy (EFCT) in marital commitment and interpersonal
emotion regulation in couples where one partner suffers from breast cancer.

Methods: The study followed a pretest-posttest control group quasi-
experimental design with a follow-up. The statistical population of the study
consisted of all women with breast cancer in Tabriz and their spouses who
Received: 2023/11/09 visited Al-Zahra Hospital in Tabriz during a four-month period from June to
Accepted: 2024/04/06 the end of November 2023, totaling 711 people. In total, 16 couples who met
the inclusion criteria were selected via the available sampling method. They
were then randomly assigned to two intervention groups (n=8 each) and two
control groups (n=8 each). The intervention group received EFCT in 10
Ethics Approval: sessions of 1.5 hours each (over two and a half months, with one session per
IR.JAU.TABRIZ.REC.1401.082 week) as a group, following Johnson's treatment plan. Nonetheless, the control
group did not receive any intervention. Both groups responded to Adams and
Jones's (1997) 44-item Marital Commitment and Hoffman et al.'s (2016) 20-
item Interpersonal Emotion Regulation questionnaires before, after, and four
months after the intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures
analysis of variance.
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Results: The results of the data analysis of the present study demonstrated that
after the implementation of emotion-oriented couple therapy, there was a
significant difference between the values related to marital commitment and
interpersonal emotion regulation in the experimental and control groups. These
values increased in the experimental group. The results of the follow-up phase
also displayed that the changes were permanent.

Conclusion: According to the results of the present research and the important
role of couples in the health of children, families, and society, it is suggested
that EFCT be implemented in breast cancer associations, psychological clinics
of hospitals, as well as public and private sectors. This therapy aims to enhance
marital commitment and regulate the interpersonal emotions of couples.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the most common
malignancies among women in  both
developing and developed countries. During
the last four decades, the marked rise in the
incidence of breast cancer has elevated it to
one of the most malignant diseases among
Iranian women. In addition to physiological
pain, breast cancer causes psychological
problems, such as anxiety, distress, depression,
and post-traumatic stress disorder in sufferers.
Furthermore, breast cancer causes issues in the
interpersonal emotion regulation process of
affected women and their husbands (1),
leading to a negative impact on their marital
commitment and ultimately resulting in a
decrease in marital satisfaction (2). If we
ignore solving the marital problems of couples
where one spouse suffers from breast cancer,
we may witness unfortunate events, such as
emotional and legal divorce. This can have a
direct impact on couples and their children, as
well as indirectly affecting society negatively
(3). Therefore, in addition to medical
interventions for women with breast cancer,
special attention should be devoted to
psychological and marital interventions.
Emotional-oriented couple therapy can be
considered one of the psychological
interventions. An approach that examines the
relationship dynamics of couples through the
lens of attachment theory highlights the key
role of emotions in shaping interactive patterns
between partners. This approach can be
effective in enhancing the quality of
relationships and, consequently, the mental
well-being of individuals dealing with breast
cancer.

Materials & Methods

The present study employs a quasi-
experimental design with a pre-test-post-test
design, including a control group, and
incorporates a four-month follow-up. The
research involved women with breast cancer in
Tabriz and their spouses who visited the
educational and treatment center of Al-Zahra
Hospital in Tabriz over a four-month period

from June to the end of September 2022
(n=711). Sampling was conducted in an
accessible manner. Due to the high and diverse
dispersion of scores for marital commitment
and interpersonal emotion regulation among
couples, we have decided to include only
couples whose scores fall within a specific
range. This will allow us to compare them
based on their levels of marital commitment
and interpersonal = emotion  regulation.
Therefore, Adams and Jones' Marital
Commitment Scale and Hoffman et al's
Interpersonal Emotion  Regulation  were
utilized among 220 couples (440 individuals)
who volunteered to participate in the current
study. In addition, 188 couples (376
individuals) who scored one standard deviation
lower than 16 couples (32 individuals) were
selected via simple random sampling (lottery)
and were randomly assigned to two groups:
intervention (8 couples) and control (8
couples). Due to the lack of a similar study, the
sample size was determined based on a pilot
study of 16 cases (8 couples) for the
intervention group and 16 people (8 couples)
for the control group, totaling 32 individuals.
Due to potential attrition in the sample, the
formula is based on deviation. The criterion of
the dependent variable was estimated for each
group of 16 people. The inclusion criteria
entailed 1) Patients aged between 25 and 45
years (considered the youth period), 2) a
minimum level of junior high school
education, 3) participation as a couple (both
men and women had to take part in the
research), 4) a confirmed diagnosis of stage 2
breast cancer for the wife, and 5) completion
of  conventional  treatments  (surgery,
chemotherapy, radiotherapy, and hormone
therapy). On the other hand, the exclusion
criteria comprised: 1) the presence of any
chronic diseases other than cancer, 2) a history
of psychological and psychiatric interventions
in the past year, and 3) attendance of less than
one session by either member of the couple
during treatment sessions. The collected data
were analyzed in SPSS software using
descriptive statistics (mean and standard
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deviation) and inferential statistics (variance
analysis with repeated measures).

Results

The mean age scores of female participants in
the experimental and control groups were
33.7543.45 and 34.254+4.52, respectively. The
mean age scores for male participants were
reported as  36.88+2.99 and 37.3743.70,
respectively. The mean length of marriage
scores in the experimental and control groups
were 7.38+2.30 and 8.88+1.74, respectively.
The mean length of disease scores were
13.00+£2.22 and  12.6242.63 in the
experimental and control groups, respectively.

Among all participants, 9 cases held a post-
graduate degree, 17 had a high school diploma,
and 6 had a post-graduate degree or higher.
Out of 32 participants, 23 were employed, and
9 were housewives. As illustrated in Table 3,
the mean scores of marital commitment and
interpersonal emotion regulation were similar
between the intervention and control groups
before the intervention for both women and
their husbands. Nonetheless, these scores
increased after the intervention for the
intervention group, both for women and their
husbands. This increase remained stable for up
to four months after treatment and during the
follow-up phase.

Table 1: Mean and standard deviation of research variables in pre-test, post-test, and follow-up

Variable Sex Test M S
Pre-Test 109.3 12.53
Female Post-Test 113.3 75.88
Experimental Follow-Up 113.3 88.10
Pre-Test 113.3 38.52
Male Post-Test 116.3 00.23
. . Follow-Up 115.3 88.26
Marital Commitment Pro-Test 103 7560
Female Post-Test 110.3 50.82
Follow-Up 110.3 38.71
Control PreTest 1103 12.26
Male Post-Test 109.3 50.32
Follow-Up 109.3 38.36
Pre-Test 42.3 75.23
Female Post-Test 45.3 75.14
Experimental Follow-Up 45.3 62.29
Pre-Test 41.3 75.77
Male Post-Test 46.4 12.01
. . Follow-Up 46.3 12.32
Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Pro-Tost 133 38.08
Female Post-Test 43.3 75.25
control Follow-Up 43.3 45.25
Pre-Test 41.3 25.15
Male Post-Test 41.3 25.28
Follow-Up 41.3 12.18

Discussion

The present study aimed to assess the
effectiveness of EFCT on marital commitment
and interpersonal emotion regulation in
couples where one spouse has breast cancer.
According to the results of a mixed variance
analysis with repeated measurements, the
initial finding indicated that following the
implementation of EFCT, the mean scores of
marital commitment in the intervention group

significantly increased. These changes were
sustained during the follow-up stage. On the
contrary, changes in the pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up of the control group were not
significant. Consequently, it can be inferred
that EFCT enhanced the marital commitment
of couples where one spouse is affected by
breast cancer. The obtained result can be
explained by the fact that EFCT focuses on
communication disorders and
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incompatibilities. It encourages couples to
openly discuss their emotions. In this
approach, the patterns of communication style,
emotions, feelings, and exchange of
attachment styles of couples are discussed. The
destructive interaction styles of couples can
lead to an increase in emotional distance,
which in turn intensifies conflicting and
negative emotions within the relationship. In
this method, trust between couples, marital
intimacy, and commitment increase by
identifying destructive styles and replacing
them with new perceptions of couples'
communication  styles, acceptance, and
reflection of positive emotions (4). Limitations
of the current research include the small
sample size, which was due to men's
unwillingness to participate in group meetings.
Another limitation was the lack of accurate
comparison among individuals in the sample
groups. In this research, a questionnaire was
used to collect data. Since the tools rely on
self-reporting, there is a likelihood of bias in
responses. Considering the limitations of the
statistical population in this research, it is
suggested that future studies be conducted on a
larger sample size to achieve more accurate
results for the application of findings.
Furthermore, therapeutic interventions should
be tailored to match the individuals in the
sample  more precisely to enable more
accurate comparisons of the results. Moreover,
alternative methods of data collection, such as
observation and interviews, should be
considered instead of relying solely on

questionnaire surveys.

Conclusion

As evidenced by the results of the present
study, after providing EFCT to couples with
spouses suffering from breast cancer, their
marital commitment and interpersonal emotion
regulation improved significantly compared to
the control group. Therefore, these results can
provide a framework for couple therapists and
health professionals who are in contact with
these patients to plan educational interventions
aimed at enhancing marital commitment and
regulating interpersonal emotions among
couples with spouses affected by breast cancer.
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