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Highlights

e  The main aim of this research is to understand how individuals with marital conflict, when
satisfied with treatment, describe their experiences and perspectives, and what, in their view,
are the effective elements of cognitive-behavioral therapy.

e  After coding and analyzing the data of Iranian married couples, four main themes and nineteen
subthemes were identified, which include: basic therapeutic capabilities, special couple therapy
capabilities, client facilitating characteristics, and the outcome of successful couple therapy.

e  The findings showed that successful participants were divided into two groups: the first group
attributed the improvement in the quality of the marital relationship to the therapy sessions,
and the second group assessed success as the result of personality growth and the acquisition
of individual skills during treatment, even if no noticeable change had occurred in the couple's
relationship; this result emphasizes the need for therapists to pay attention to clients' personal
growth along with improving the relationship.

Extended Abstract

Introduction: Despite all the achievements of various types of psychotherapy, including couple therapy,
a treatment does not always lead to improvement, sometimes it worsens the condition of the client, and
sometimes the client remains unaffected. In most contemporary studies, the extent of change in
individuals as a result of psychotherapy is usually measured with pre-tests and post-tests, and it is not
clear what changes occur in their real lives. The difference between what is measured by the results of
the questionnaire and what has happened in the client's daily life is worth considering. Therefore, it can
be hypothesized that the necessity of the present study is to fill this research gap. For this purpose, a
special study with a new design is needed, because this analysis is not possible through the existing
experimental designs. Given the need to gain more knowledge about the phenomenon of successful
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy and the common experiences of married people who refer to
psychologists and counselors, we will need to use qualitative research with a content analysis approach.
Methodology: The present research method is a fundamental qualitative one, and the data analysis
method is content analysis. The research field was couples referring to psychology centers in Tehran who
underwent cognitive-behavioral couple therapy. Purposeful sampling was carried out, and after
conducting semi-structured interviews with 7 participants who claimed to have experienced successful
couple therapy and met the inclusion criteria, the data was saturated. The inclusion criteria for
participants were: both couples must have participated in the treatment. - Participants must have
completed at least 15 couples therapy sessions. - A maximum of 6 months must have passed since the
last couple therapy session. - At the beginning of couple therapy, at least 2 years of marriage must have
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passed. - Couples must be between 20 and 50 years old. The characteristics of the couple therapists were:
The couple therapist's therapeutic approach should be cognitive-behavioral. - Be approved by the
Psychology System Organization and have a system number. - Have at least 5 years of experience in the
field of couple therapy and couple counseling. In this study, two methods were used for validation:
feedback from supervisors and counselors, and the other was a rich and meaningful description. To
ensure reliability, the researcher used high-quality recording and obtained detailed field notes by
handwriting. The other method was agreement between coders.

Findings: After coding and analyzing the data, 4 themes and 19 subthemes were finally extracted, which
are:

e Having basic therapeutic capabilities: This theme includes subthemes that every therapist,
including couple therapists, should pay attention to in therapy sessions to ensure successful
treatment. The extracted subthemes include giving importance to clients, and having
relationship building and therapy session management skills.

e Having special couple therapy capabilities: This theme includes the skills that the couple
therapist must have in order to successfully conduct couple therapy. The extracted subthemes
include observing the specific ethical principles of working with couples, finding the exact point
of intervention, changing the couple's attitude, an introduction to starting couple therapy,
continuous feedback, adhering to the cognitive-behavioral couple therapy structure, correct
application of cognitive techniques, correct application of behavioral techniques, and holding
successful individual sessions.

e Client Facilitating Characteristics: In addition to the therapist's influence on the outcome of
couple therapy, the client's characteristics also have an effect on the success of the treatment.
The extracted subthemes include understanding the problem in a timely manner, accepting
treatment, having the motivation to change, and mental health.

e Outcome of successful couple therapy: The changes that occur after couple therapy sessions
include the following subthemes: emotional investment, reducing negative interactions, moving
towards us, and the client's personality development.

Conclusion: The findings of this study were consistent with the results of similar quantitative and
qualitative studies, but what was noteworthy was the change in attitude towards the concept of success
in couple therapy. The participants in the successful group were divided into two groups:

- The first group attributed the improvement in the quality of the marital relationship to the therapy
sessions.

- The second group assessed success as the result of personality growth and the acquisition of individual
skills during the treatment, even if no noticeable change had occurred in the couple's relationship.

This result emphasizes the need for therapists to pay attention to the clients' personal growth along with
improving the relationship, especially in individual sessions that provide a safe space to work on personal
weaknesses. In their opinion, holding individual sessions in the form of couple therapy has played a
significant role in improving the relationship. Contrary to standard Western protocols that consider
individual sessions to be a violation of the relationship's privacy, the findings showed that in Iranian
culture, holding individual sessions alongside couples therapy sessions is not only not a weakness, but is
also considered an indication of the therapist's careful attention to the comprehensive examination of
marital life. Effective couple therapists have the art of transforming the competitive atmosphere of
sessions, where each client tends to emphasize the other's contribution to creating problems, into a
collaborative environment, so that they move the session space in a direction where each party considers
themselves committed to the treatment, not to changing the other's behavior, and considers the
therapeutic space an opportunity for personal growth and development. The first step in creating such a
friendly therapeutic environment is to determine common goals for the couple. It is important that the
therapist, instead of focusing on contradictory desires, can transform them into a single common goal for
the couple so that both people are motivated to achieve that common goal and commit to their activities
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to achieve it. While adhering to giving tasks to the clients, successful couple therapists avoid multiple
tasks and, considering the common goal of the treatment, select a few tasks and measure the progress of
the client in completing them, remove obstacles to completing the task, and continuously receive and
give feedback. Finally, it seems that a cognitive-behavioral therapist, in addition to mastering specialized
dimensions, should also focus on personal therapy in order to identify cognitions related to the
relationship and their basic beliefs. The therapist's personality development and awareness of his/her
attitudes and existential contradictions increase the ability to manage the session. It is as if the therapist's
personality directly affects the client's perception of the counseling and psychotherapy space. Therefore,
although the cognitive-behavioral couple therapy protocol has a universal framework, its implementation
in Iranian culture requires special subtleties.
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