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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In unresolved marital conflicts, the intensity of negative
emotions such as disappointment and sadness increases,
whereas couples' ability to forgive, remain committed,
and act fairly decreases (Tasew & Getahun, 2021).
Accordingly, strengthening marital virtues such as
forgiveness may be associated with a reduction in marital
conflict, as marital virtues are considered essential
personal resources for coping with various marital
problems (Wondimu & Andualem, 2024). Marital virtues
encompass qualities such as fairness, forgiveness,
commitment, and dedication, which help maintain
marital quality and facilitate conflict resolution. The
presence of marital virtues such as fairness and
forgiveness as personal strengths can contribute to
satisfying and constructive marital interactions (Kus
Ambroz et al., 2021).
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Imago relationship therapy is one of the approaches
that has recently been used to treat couples experiencing
marital conflict, particularly in Iran, and has
demonstrated significant effectiveness (Nazarpour et al.,
2019). As an integrative approach, Imago relationship
therapy is grounded in psychodynamic theory,
transactional  analysis, and  cognitive-behavioral
approaches (Hendrix & Hannah, 2017). In contrast, the
Gottman Method is an evidence-based approach that
derives its interventions directly from empirical research.
The Gottman Method is one of the most widely used
approaches to couple therapy and is strongly grounded in
empirical research (Gottman & Gottman, 2015).

Comparing the effectiveness of imago relationship
therapy and couple therapy by Gottman method can be a
problem considering the differences of these two
therapies in the structure and therapeutic emphasis. These
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approaches differ in the therapist's role and the manner in
which therapeutic interventions are implemented. In
addition, regarding the therapeutic process, imago
relationship therapy emphasizes increasing awareness of
unmet unconscious needs and fostering connection
through validation and empathy (Hendrix et al., 2015),
whereas the Gottman Method focuses on improving
relationship functioning and managing conflict through
structured therapist-guided interventions (Gottman &
Gottman, 2015). Accordingly, the present study sought to
determine whether imago relationship therapy and the
Gottman Method differ in their effectiveness in
improving the marital virtues of couples experiencing
marital conflict.

Method

The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-
posttest design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up. The study population consisted of couples
who referr to the Erfan Counseling Center in Tehran in
2024. The sample consisted of 30 couples who were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly
assigned to three groups (10 couples per group). The
study used the Marital Virtues Profile (MVP; Fawcett et
al., 2013) and the Revised Marital Conflict Questionnaire
(MCQ-R; Sanai, 2017). The imago relationship therapy

group received eight 90-minute sessions, whereas the
Gottman group received nine 90-minute sessions. Data
were analyzed using SPSS version 25 software and
analysis of variance with repeated measures.

Results

Before comparing the effectiveness of the two
treatments, the assumptions of repeated-measures
analysis of variance were examined. The results of the
Shapiro-Wilk test showed that the normality assumption
of the data in the research variable was met in all three
groups and in all three stages of the test (p>0.05). The
results of Levene's test showed that the assumption of
homogeneity of variance of the research variable
between groups had been met in the three stages of the
test (p>0.05). For the Box's M test, the significance levels
obtained were greater than 0.05. However, Mauchly's test
of sphericity was at a significant level (p<0.05),
indicating that the assumption of sphericity had been
violated. Therefore, the Greenhouse—Geisser correction
was applied. The repeated-measures analysis of variance
showed that the difference between test stages, group
membership, and the interaction between stages and
groups was significant for all five components and the
total score of marital virtues (p<0.01).

Table 1. Pairwise Comparison of Between-Group Differences Based on Adjusted Means of Marital Virtues

Variable Base group Secondary group Mean difference Standard deviation error p
Admiration Imago relationship Gottman 0.78 0.63 0.67
Control 2.67 0.63 0.001
Gottman Control 1.88 0.63 0.01
Understanding Imago relationship Gottman 2.17 0.80 0.03
Control 3.20 0.80 0.001
Gottman Control 1.03 0.80 0.60

Sacrifice Imago relationship Gottman 0.40 0.53 1
Control 1.92 0.53 0.002
Gottman Control 1.52 0.53 0.02

Justice Imago relationship Gottman 0.28 0.64 1
Control 2.73 0.64 0.001
Gottman Control 2.45 0.64 0.001
Forgiveness Imago relationship Gottman 1.85 0.96 0.17
Control 2.77 0.96 0.02

Gottman Control 0.92 0.96 1

Bonferroni pairwise comparisons were used to
examine the points of difference. The results showed that
the imago relationship therapy had significantly higher
scores than the control group on all five components and
the total marital virtues score (p<0.05). Similar results
were observed for the Gottman couple therapy group on
the components of admiration, sacrifice and fairness as
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well as the total score (p<0.05). However, the differences
for the understanding and forgiveness components were
not significant (p>0.05). In addition, imago relationship
therapy showed more effectiveness on the component of
understanding compared to couple therapy using
Gottman method (p<0.05).
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Discussion

The results of the mixed-design analysis of variance and
Bonferroni pairwise comparisons showed that imago
relationship therapy was more effective than the Gottman
Method in improving the marital virtue of understanding,
whereas no significant differences were observed
between the two groups in the other marital virtues
(fairness, forgiveness, sacrifice, and admiration). These
findings may be explained by that both couple therapy
interventions based on Imago relationship and couple
therapy based on the Gottman method emphasize the
improvement of marital virtues in the techniques and
methods used for couple therapy. For example, imago
relationship therapy emphasizes the importance of
virtues such as understanding, validating, admiring and
accepting the spouse for the formation of healing
dialogue between couples (Schmidt & Gelhert, 2022). On
the other hand, the Gottman method couple therapy
emphasizes the importance of virtues such as
improvement, appreciation and forgiving each other in its
interventions to improve the relationship and increase the
rate of positive behaviors and feelings in the marital
relationship (Gottman & Gottman, 2017). Therefore, it
can be expected that both treatments show significant
effectiveness for virtues.

KEYWORDS

However, according to the results regarding the virtue
of understanding, the results have shown more
effectiveness of imago relationship therapy. Couple
therapy uses the Imago relationship method to create a
focused healing conversation between couples and to
carry out conversation techniques and exercises between
couples to increase the understanding of couples in order
to listen to each other. In contrast, Gottman method
couple therapy does not have such a main focus on
improving the couple's understanding of the other person
and focuses most of its efforts on improving conflict
resolution skills and reducing negative behaviors such as
contempt and defensiveness.

The main limitation of the current research is the lack
of random sampling, which limits the generalizability of
the results. Because all participants had at least a high
school diploma, the results obtained were limited to the
literate population. Based on this, it is suggested that a
similar study be conducted on a sample of couples with
other marital problems so that the generalizability of the
results to these groups can also be investigated. It is also
suggested that future similar researches should be
conducted on individuals with lower educational
attainment.

marital conflict, Imago relationship, marital virtue, Gottman couple therapy
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