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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer has a destructive effect on the couple relationship. The
aim of this study is to investigate the effectiveness of emotion- focused couple
therapy (EFCT) on marital burnout and sexual intimacy in couples with a wife
suffering from breast cancer.

Methods: The research method was interventional. The statistical population of the
study consisted of all women suffering from breast cancer in Tabriz and their
spouses who visited Al-Zahra Hospital in Tabriz in the period of four months from
June to the end of 2023, i.e. 711 people. After administering the 21-question
questionnaire on marital burnout by Pines (2003) and the 30-question questionnaire
on sexual intimacy by Bagaroozi (2001) to 220 couples who were willing to
participate in the present study, 140 couples were one standard deviation above or
below the average score in these questionnaires, 16 couples were selected
according to the criteria for participation in the study and using the available
sampling method and were randomly divided into two intervention groups (8
couples) and control groups (8 couples). The intervention group received EFCT in
10 sessions of 1.5 hours (two and a half months, one session per week) as a group,
according to Johnson's treatment plan; however, the control group received no
intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance.

Results: The mean + SD scores for marital burnout and sexual intimacy were
106.06+5.68 and 72.81+4.41 in the experimental group and 108.25+4.92 and
73.81+4.30 in the control group, respectively (P>0.05). EFCT significantly reduced
marital burnout (101.19+5.54) and increased sexual intimacy (78.56+4.08) in
couples with spouses with breast cancer compared to the control group (marital
burnout: 108.75+4.02 & sexual intimacy: 73.50+4.29) (p<0.001). In the follow-up
phase, the effect of EFCT on marital burnout (101.38+5.63) and sexual intimacy
(78.44+4.94) was lasting (p<0.001).

Conclusion: The results of this study suggest that emotion- focused couples
therapy reduced marital boredom and increased sexual intimacy in couples with a
spouse suffering from breast cancer.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the most common
cancers in women in developing and
developed countries (1). In addition to
physiological pain (2), breast cancer causes
psychological problems such as anxiety,
despair, depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder (3) in sufferers. Furthermore, breast
cancer has a negative and destructive effect
on the marital relationship of couples with a
spouse suffering from breast cancer (4). So
that affected women worry about their
physical changes, which has a negative
impact on sexual intimacy between them and
their husbands and ultimately leads to a
decline in marital intimacy between them
(5). Sexual intimacy means communication,
the exchange of thoughts, feelings, desires
and erotic and sexual fantasies between
couples whose aim is to arouse sexual
desires (6). One of the other components that
is significantly related to sexual intimacy is
marital burnout (7). Marital burnout is a
painful state of physical, emotional and
mental exhaustion and affects those who
look to dream love and marriage to give
meaning to their lives (8). If we do not take
care of solving the marital problems of
couples with a spouse suffering from breast
cancer, unfortunate events such as emotional
and legal divorces may occur, directly
affecting them and their children, and
indirectly negatively affecting society (9).
Therefore, in addition to the medical and
medical interventions performed on women
with breast cancer, special attention should
be paid to the psychological and marital
interventions. Among the therapeutic
approaches that can be used to improve the
psychological state of couples is emotion-
oriented couples therapy.

Materials & Methods
The research method was interventional. The
statistical population of the study consisted

of all women with breast cancer in Tabriz
and their spouses who visited Al-Zahra
Hospital in Tabriz in the period of four
months from June to the end of 2023.
Among the couples who scored one standard
deviation above or below the average score
in these questionnaires, 16 couples were
selected based on the criteria of the study
and using the available sampling method.
They were then randomly divided into two
intervention groups (8 couples each) and one
control group (8 couples). The intervention
group received emotion-focused couples
therapy, over a period of two and a half
months, consisting of 10 sessions of 1.5
hours each, with one session per week
following Johnson's treatment plan. The
control group received no treatment. Both
groups completed questionnaires before,
after and 4 months after the intervention.
The results were analyzed using a repeated
measures analysis of variance.

Pines Marital Burnout Questionnaire: This
self-assessment instrument was developed
by Pines in 2003 to measure the level of
marital dissatisfaction in couples. This
questionnaire consists of 21 questions and is
scored on a 7-point scale. The minimum
score for this item on this scale is 21 and the
maximum score is 147. A higher score
indicates greater marital dissatisfaction.
Bagarozi Sexual Intimacy Questionnaire:
This  30-question  questionnaire  was
developed by Bagarozi in 2001 to assess the
level of sexual intimacy between married
couples. This model considers a series of 4
options for each question (always,
sometimes, rarely, never), each of which is
scored from 1 to 4. The maximum score in
this questionnaire is 120, and the minimum
score is 30. A higher score indicates a higher
degree of sexual intimacy between the
Spouses.
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Results

The variables of the study were
characterized using descriptive statistics,
including mean and standard deviation for
quantitative data and frequency and
percentage for qualitative data. A repeated
measures analysis of variance was performed
to examine the effect of the intervention
studied.

The mean and standard deviation of the age
of the participants in the intervention group
was 35.31 £ 3.51, in the control group 35.81
+ 4.30. The duration of their marriage was
7.38+ 2.30 years in the intervention group

and 8.88+1.74 years in the control group.
The duration of illness was 13.00+ 2.22
months in the intervention group and 12.62 +
2.63 months in the control group. As shown
in Table 1, the average scores for marital
burnout and sexual intimacy were similar in
the intervention and control groups before
the intervention. After the intervention,
marital burnout scores decreased in the
intervention group while sexual intimacy
scores increased. This decrease and increase
continued for four months after treatment. It
remained stable in the follow-up phase.

Table 1: Mean and SD for the study variables in the two experimental and control groups, separately for
the pre-test, post-test, and follow -up stages

Variable Groups M=SD MzSD M=SD
Pre-test Post-test Follow-up

marital intervention group 106.6+5.68 101.19+5.54  101.38+5.63

burnout control group 108.25£4.92 108.75+4.02  108.88+4.93
P-value 0.516 0.030 0.031

sexual intervention group 72.81+4.41 78.56+4.08 78.44+4.94

intimacy control group 73.81£4.30  73.50+4.29  73.38+4.24
P-value 0.644 0.021 0.019

The results of the repeated measures
analysis of variance for the variables of
marital burnout and sexual intimacy
showed that emotion-focused couples
therapy significantly improved marital
burnout and sexual intimacy in couples
with a spouse suffering from breast cancer
(P<0.05). In the intervention group, the
comparison of the results over time
showed a significant difference between
pre-test and post-test and between pre-test
and post-test, in both variables of marital
burnout and sexual intimacy (P<0.05).

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to
investigate the effectiveness of emotion-
focused couples therapy on marital burnout
and sexual intimacy in couples with a wife
suffering from breast cancer. The results
showed that emotion-focused couples
therapy improved the marital problems of
couples in which one spouse had breast
cancer. This result can be explained by the
fact that emotion-focused couples therapy

concentrates on resolving communication
disorders and  incompatibilities  and
encourages couples to discuss and express
their feelings openly. This approach
discusses the patterns of communication
styles, emotions, feelings and exchanges of
attachment styles in couples. The destructive
interaction styles of couples can lead to
greater emotional distance, which in turn
fuels conflictual and negative emotions
within the relationship. In this approach, the
identification of destructive communication
styles is followed by the introduction of new
perceptions. This helps the couple to accept
and reflect on positive emotions, leading to
greater  trust, marital intimacy and
commitment, while reducing longing for
each other.

Conclusion

The results of the present study suggest that
the implementation of emotion-focused
couples therapy for couples with spouses
suffering from breast cancer resulted in
significant improvement in marital boredom
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and sexual intimacy compared to the control
group. Therefore, these results may serve as

a

framework for couples therapists and

healthcare professionals in contact with these
patients to plan educational interventions
aimed at improving marital burnout and
sexual intimacy for couples with a spouse
suffering from breast cancer.
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