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The present study aimed to explore the mechanisms of change in emotionally
focused couple therapy (EFCT). The research method was applied mixed
method, and the analysis method was thematic analysis. The statistical
population included couples with troubled relationships and pursuer-
withdrawer attachment styles in Isfahan, Iran. Three couples were selected
using purposive sampling. The Attachment Style Questionnaire (RAAS) was
used to assess attachment styles. To collect data, observation and review of
therapy session videos and semi-structured interviews were conducted with
the study participants. The validity of the collected data was enhanced using
the triangulation method, which included studying scientific texts and
references, interviewing 10 therapists, and interviewing 10 couples who had
undergone EFCT. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis. The
findings included 55 initial codes, 21 sub-themes, and 6 main themes. The
main themes were: Establishing Alliance, Understanding the Problem,
Gaining Insight, Gaining New Experiences, Practicing, and Gaining
Independence. The findings of the present study by extracting the pathways
through which EFCT achieves therapeutic changes. Findings provide a
ground for more practical mastery of therapy for therapists. Moreover, it
supports theorists in further developing the theory. It is suggested that tools
for measuring mechanisms of changes in EFCT be prepared and validated.
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Exploring the Mechanisms of Change in Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy:
A mixed method Study

Extended Abstract

Aim

Numerous studies have documented the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFCT) in improving distressed
couples' relationships (Spengler, Lee, Wiebe, & Wittenborn, 2022). However, these studies have not provided a deep
understanding of how these therapeutic effects occur (Duarte, Martinez, & Tomicic, 2020). The present study aimed to explore
the mechanisms of change in EFCT. The pathways through which therapeutic change occurs have been the subject of
subsequent research, but there are still many limitations in this area. Some psychological approaches have taken steps to identify
these pathways by examining the processes of change (Gassman & Growe, 2006; Prinz et al., 2021). EFCT has also taken a
brief look at this area by examining several change events (Bradley & Furrow, 2004; Lee et al., 2017). Given that awareness
of the mechanisms of change in the therapeutic process can be very effective for therapists in identifying developmental
milestones and therapeutic barriers, and can provide opportunities for the practical and theoretical expansion of the approach
(Falkenstorm et al., 2017). The aim of the present study is to discover and identify all the mechanisms of change in the EFCT
approach. The main research question is: Through what general and specific mechanisms does the EFCT approach bring about
effective therapeutic change?

Method

The research method was applied mixed method and the analysis method was thematic analysis. The statistical population
included all couples with distressed relationships with pursuer-withdrawer attachment style in Isfahan city. 3 couples
participated in therapy sessions were selected from among 37 couples who met the inclusion criteria and who had referred to
therapy clinics in Isfahan in 2021-2022, using a purposeful sampling method. The Revised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS)
by Collins and Read (1990) was used to identify the attachment style of couples in order to ensure the pursuer-withdrawer
style. Therapists were also selected purposefully from among volunteers to participate in the study in the group of Iranian EFCT
therapists. All therapists were required to have at least an externship certificate from the International Center for Excellence in
Emotionally Focused Therapy (ICEEFT). Data were collected through observation and review of therapy session videos and
semi-structured interviews with study participants. The validity of the collected data was enhanced using triangulating approach
(review of literature, interviews with 10 therapists, and 10 couples treated with EFCT). The data were analyzed using thematic
analysis. The present study was registered and conducted with ethical code IR.UL.REC.1400.120.

Findings

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data in this study helped to identify mechanisms of change in the emotionally focused
couple therapy from multiple perspectives. These mechanisms of change were identified after transcribing interview texts,
therapy session films, and other data collection sources through a multi-stage study and analysis by experts in the field of
emotionally focused couple therapy, in a hierarchy of codes, subthemes, and main themes. The results included 50 codes, 19
subthemes, and 6 main themes. The main mechanisms of change in emotionally focused couple therapy were identified in 6
overall change processes: therapeutic relationship, main problem, insight acquisition, experiencing novelty, practice, and
differentiation. Each of these processes, in turn, is divided into more detailed processes of change in therapy. These main and
sub-processes accurately describe how therapeutic changes are formed in couples. Table 1 shows the main and sub-processes
of change.

Table 1. Change mechanisms in EFCT

Row Main Themes (Primary Change Sub-Themes (Secondary Change Mechanisms)
Mechanisms)

1 Therapeutic relationship Alliance with therapist

Creating hope
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Row Main Themes (Primary Change Sub-Themes (Secondary Change Mechanisms)
Mechanisms)

Couple's bond
2 Main problem The cycle
Common enemy
3 Insight Acquisition Primary and secondary emotions
Protective behaviors
Importance of the process
Reframing through attachment language
4 Experiencing Novelty Emotional disclosure
Partner's emotional disclosure
Emotional responsiveness
Partner's emotional responsiveness
5 Practice Reconstruction of interactions
Recognizing cycles

6 Differentiation Change in perspective

Conclusion

This research aimed to specifically identify the mechanisms of change in Emotionally Focused Therapy. The findings revealed
6 primary and 19 secondary change processes. The primary mechanisms of change included therapeutic relationship, main
problem, insight acquisition, experiencing novelty, practice, and differentiation. The process of therapeutic relationship is
considered one of the most pivotal processes that plays a crucial role in the effectiveness of Emotionally Focused Therapy
(Johnson, 2019). Understanding the main problem in a way that focuses the couple's perspective on the form of their
relationship and their patterns of interaction changes their stance towards each other and towards the turmoil in their relationship
(Dalgelish et al., 2015). Gradually, the therapist helps the couple to access their primary and secondary emotions, understand
their primary attachment needs, and how these unmet needs are transferred to the current relationship, thereby understanding
the underlying causes of many of their own actions and feelings, as well as those of their partner (Power, 2023). Through
gaining new insights and a new understanding of their own and their partner's patterns, couples become bold enough to engage
in new experiences within the safe space of therapy and with the help of the therapist (Makinen & Johnson, 2006). Experiencing
novelty present couples with fulfilling and effective experiences compared to the past. This new model of interaction is repeated
and practiced multiple times, both in therapy sessions and in the couples' daily lives between sessions (Wiebe & Johnson,
2017). Ultimately, couples are able to become independent from therapy and, when facing critical moments in their relationship,
identify the dysfunctional interaction cycle without the presence of the therapist and take control of the form of interaction,
managing it in a way that meets the needs of both partners (Schmittle, 2023)
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