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Introduction: If couples do not acquire communication and conflict resolution skills, their 
disagreements will continue at first verbally and then behaviorally. Thus, the gradual destruction 
in marital intimacy will begin. 

Objectives: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy 
on the couple's intimacy and identification of basic psychological needs in couples referring to 
counseling centers. 

Materials and Methods: This is a quasi-experimental study with a Pre-test-Post-test design and 
control group. The study population consisted of all couples referring to counseling centers of Ahvaz 
City, Iran, in the year 2018-2019. The sample was recruited with a convenience sampling method 
consisting of 40 couples that were randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups (20 
in each group). To collect information, we used Thompson and Walker's (1983) marital intimacy 
scale and Glaser basic need questionnaire. The experimental group underwent cognitive-behavioral 
psychotherapy (eight 90-minute sessions), but the control group received no intervention. The data 
were analyzed using descriptive and inferential statistics (repeated measure ANOVA).

Results: The cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy was effective in increasing marital intimacy and 
identifying the basic needs of the couples (P<0.05).

Conclusion: Based on the results, cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy was effective in improving 
the intimacy and identification of basic needs in couples of couples referring to counseling centers. 
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1. Introduction

Society and a healthy family depend on 
satisfying marital relationships. Conflicts 
between couples should not only make the 
family system unstable but also develop af-
fections between them and leads to the 

social and subsequent adjustment of couples. So, mari-
tal relationships can, on the one hand, be the greatest 
human pleasures, and on the other hand, the greatest 
sources of suffering in couples [1]. Undoubtedly, the 
family institution plays a determinative role in forming 
the ideas, thoughts, and beliefs of individuals. When-
ever this institution has positive and adaptive functions, 
society certainly takes the path of progress [2]. How-
ever, because some couples have poor communication 
and martial skills, the functions of the family institution 
disrupt and efforts should be made to prevent interrup-
tions in couples’ relationships [3]. Thus, the sign of so-
cial life is a constructive relationship with the expression 
of the partner’s love, affection, and intimacy [4]. One 
of the factors that bring satisfaction in marital relation-
ships is intimacy.

Intimacy means feeling the similarity and proximity 
of a loving personal relationship with another person, 
which requires awareness, acceptance, understand-
ing, and expressing emotions [5]. Intimacy in couples’ 
relationships is one of the emotional needs of mari-
tal relationships, which leads to the consolidation of 
affectionate relationships between them [6]. Couples 
with high marital intimacy express their needs effec-
tively and easily fall into the emotions and opinions of 
their partners [7].

Bagarozi, in his research, showed that the crucial 
factor in creating a permanent marriage is the exis-
tence of intimacy between couples [8]. On the other 
hand, avoiding intimate and enjoyable relationships 
causes failure in family life. Also, Mahdipour Bazkiani 
and Sedghatifard reported a significant relationship 
between marital satisfaction and couples’ intimacy 
with their adjustment capability [9]. In other words, 
intimacy is one of the fundamental factors in the satis-
faction or dissatisfaction of partners with their marital 
life, because it strengthens the couples’ commitment 
to the relationship and predicts the compatibility and 
prosperity of the relationship [5].

One of the factors that may help create marital inti-
macy is to identify the basic needs of the couple. Gla-
ser has seriously discussed basic needs as the reality 
therapy approach or theory of choice [10]. The needs 

of love and belonging, power (achievement/competen-
cy), freedom (independence), and fun (enjoyment) are 
considered basic psychological needs, and the need for 
survival is the only basic physiological need in humans 
[11]. These five basic needs are common to all people, 
but the importance and priority of each vary from per-
son to person. In every person, one or some of these 
needs are more important than the others [12]. Ac-
cording to choice theory, people’s consciousness of the 
unique pattern of their basic needs is crucial in making 
healthy and constructive choices in their personal and 
social lives [13]. If these needs are met satisfactorily, the 
person will have a pleasant feeling, but if meeting these 
needs fails, the individual will suffer from unpleasant 
emotions [14]. 

Many studies have examined the relationship be-
tween basic needs and couple relationships. Vaziri 
showed that love and attachment need boost marital 
satisfaction, while freedom opposes marital satisfac-
tion. In this regard, there are different approaches to-
ward couple therapy that emphasize various aspects 
of couple problems, one of which that focuses on the 
enrichment of cognition and behavior between couples 
is cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy [15]. In recent 
years, researchers have paid more attention to the role 
of cognitive factors in understanding the dynamics of in-
teractions in marital relationships. Cognitive-behavioral 
therapy programs are based on a type of behavioral ther-
apy that has emerged within traditional psychotherapy 
positions and reflects the growing interest of therapists 
to modify cognition as a factor influencing emotions and 
behaviors [16]. The purpose of this therapy is to correct 
irrational beliefs, dysfunctional beliefs, misconceptions, 
and cognitive errors, to control life, to facilitate construc-
tive self-talk, and to enhance coping skills [17].

To make couples’ relationships more enjoyable, mari-
tal counseling as professional counseling can be a good 
solution and give the couples the information needed to 
increase their knowledge and awareness of issues affect-
ing marital relationships. Marital counseling emphasiz-
es the power of conflict resolution and communication 
to promote marital intimacy [18]. This consultation re-
lates to the cognitive domain (information and knowl-
edge), emotional domain (feelings, values, attitudes), 
and behavioral domain (communication and decision 
making skills) [19]. The cognitive-behavioral approach 
considers the main cause of marital problems as nega-
tive interactions and communication failure of couples 
[20]. Counseling with the cognitive-behavioral approach 
helps clients develop skills to change behavior, commu-
nicate with others, solve problems, change non-useful 

A
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beliefs and attitudes, and reconstruct their cognitive 
[21]. Cognitive-behavioral education and counseling can 
improve the family status and increase marital satisfaction 
by enhancing communication skills and positive thinking.

Literature supports that the treatment approach is ef-
fective in the field of marital relations and deals with 
different aspects of this relationship [22]. Also, previ-
ous results show that cognitive-behavioral therapy had 
a significant impact on the intimacy and marital satis-
faction of betrayed women [19] and has a significant 
effect on increasing marital satisfaction, especially in 
improving communication and marital conflict, marital 
burnout resolution skills of couples, and their sexual 
relationships [23, 24]. Also, this approach is effective in 
enhancing marital satisfaction and sexual satisfaction in 
postmenopausal women [25] and is effective in improv-
ing women’s quality of life and happiness [26, 27]. 

In general, marital counseling is one of the most remark-
able ways of solving problems and achieving intimacy 
and the basic needs of couples to improve and manage 
their marital relationship. Understanding these factors 
will help both family therapists and counselors to identify 
problems and help couples to identify, create, strength-
en, or modify them to meet their basic needs. Given the 
rising rate of divorce in the country, where behavioral 
and communication problems are the most important 
factors in life and the adverse impact of behavioral prob-
lems on the lives of couples and other family members, 
it is necessary to recognize and apply effective solutions 
in this regard. Thus, we investigated the effectiveness of 
cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy on marital intimacy 
and identify basic psychological needs among couples re-
ferred to counseling centers in Ahvaz City, Iran. 

2. Materials and Methods

This is an applied study with a Pretest-Posttest quasi-
experimental design and a control group. The study 
population included all couples referred to counseling 
centers in Ahvaz City in 2017. In this study, 40 couples 
who scored lower than the average in marital intimacy 
and identifying basic needs (based on the questionnaire 
used in this study) were selected as the research sample 
and randomly assigned to the experimental and control 
group (20 people in each group). The inclusion criteria 
included drug abuse, inexperience in the previous di-
vorce, divorce litigation, lack of physical and psychologi-
cal illness. The exclusion criteria included missing more 
than two sessions of intervention sessions, being under 
another treatment simultaneously with this interven-
tion, and taking any particular medication. 

After selecting couples referring to Ahvaz eligible coun-
seling centers, the Pre-test was done for all, and then 
the experimental group received cognitive-behavioral 
psychotherapy intervention while the control group 
did not receive any intervention (Table 1). After the 
therapy sessions, the experimental and control groups 
underwent the same Post-test, and both groups were 
followed up one month after the Post-test. After collect-
ing Pre-test, Post-test, and follow-up data, they were 
analyzed with appropriate statistical tests, including re-
peated measures ANOVA in SPSS version 24. Also, after 
the follow-up phase, intensive cognitive-behavioral psy-
chotherapy sessions were held for the control group to 
comply with the ethical principles.

Data gathering tools

Marital intimacy

Marital intimacy was measured using two scales [28] 
with six items for positive (Cronbach's alpha = 0.90) 
and five items for negative intimacy (Cronbach's alpha= 
0.83). Example items are, “How much does/did your 
spouse or partner really care about you?” (Positive) 
and “How often does/did your spouse or partner make 
you feel tense?” (Negative). Responses ranged from not 
at all (=1) to a lot (=4) [4]. The marital intimacy of the 
study participants was assessed via the Iranian version 
of Bagarozzi’s marital intimacy needs questionnaire [8]. 
It contains 41 items scored based on a 10-point Likert-
type scale. There are eight dimensions of intimacy: 
emotional, psychological, intellectual, sexual, physical, 
spiritual, aesthetic, and social. The Cronbach's alpha of 
reliability for the tool was 0.94. In a similar study in Iran, 
the Cronbach's alpha measurement was 0.92 [29]. 

Basic psychological need scale

La Guardia et al. [30] developed this scale, and Ghor-
bani and Watson [31] adapted it for Iranian users. It is 
composed of 21 items used to assess three subscales of 
autonomy satisfaction (7 items), competence satisfac-
tion (6 items), and relatedness satisfaction (8 items). Re-
sponses were rated based on a 7-point Likert-type scale, 
from not true at all (=1) to very true (=7). This scale does 
not have a cutoff point, and a high score indicates psy-
chological need satisfaction. The validity of this scale 
on Iranian managers and students have been reported 
between 0.76 and 0.79 [32]. In the present study, the 
Cronbach alpha reliability coefficient was found 0.81 for 
love and belonging, 0.77 for power, 0.79 for freedom, 
0.78 for survival, and 0.81 for fun.
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 3. Results

Before applying the repeated measures analysis of 
variances test, Levene’s test was conducted to ensure 
the homogeneity of research variables and the Shapiro 
and Wilk test for analyzing the normal distribution of re-
search variables. 

Data were analyzed with a mixed-design analysis of 
variance according to the 3 measurement times. To this 
end, the M Box test was used to ensure the observation 
of this test assumption (i.e. the equality of variance-
covariance matrices across the cells was formed by the 
between-subject’s effects), which rejected the null hy-
pothesis of this assumption. 

However, considering the equal size of the sample 
groups, mixed-design analysis of variance is strong to 
the contravention of this assumption. Then, the as-
sumption of sphericity was performed for all variables 
using the Muchly’s test, but the outcome illustrates that 
this assumption has not been observed. Therefore, the 
Greenhouse-Geisser test was used to improve the de-
grees of freedom in the analysis of variance. The results 
showed that the significance of the measurement time 
effect (pre-test, post-test, follow-up) on the intimacy 
variable matches the group fellowship type of the cou-
ples (F2=0.172, P<0.05). Mean and standard deviation 

of experimental and control group research variables is 
showed in table 2. 

In addition, regarding the identification of psychologi-
cal basic needs component, the results of Muchly’s test 
showed compliance with this assumption (W Muchly’s 
love and belonging = 0.172, P<0.05; W Muchly’s power 
= 0.122, P<0.05; W Muchly’s freedom = 0.237, P<0.05; 
W Muchly’s survival = 0.192, P<0.05; W Muchly’s fun 
= 0.551, P<0.05), indicating no need to modify the de-
grees of freedom in the analysis of variance. The results 
of ANOVA with the sphericity assumption showed a 
significant difference between marital intimacy and the 
identification of basic psychological needs of the experi-
mental and control groups in the 3 measurement times 
(pre-test, post-test, follow-up) (Table 3).

As seen in Table 4, all tests indicate a significant differ-
ence between the studied groups in at least one of the 
dependent variables (marital intimacy, the identifica-
tion of psychological basic needs). Therefore, the an-
swer is yes to the question of whether cognitive-behav-
ioral psychotherapy is effective on marital intimacy and 
identifying basic psychological needs among couples 
referred to counseling centers in Ahvaz.

 Table 1. Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy protocol (8 therapeutic sessions)

SessionsNo.

Establishing a good relationship with the couple, explaining the rules, objectives, and number of sessions, individual, 
and joint assessments, as well as implementing the Pre-test.1

Introducing treatment process, evaluate, and determine main objectives, identifying concerns and variables influ-
encing the couple’s infidelity and focus on the ways to increase love and affection.2

Emphasize and focus on the adoption and use of problems to increase intimacy dimensions. Discuss the impact of 
cognitive errors on their partners’ behavior and relationship, scrutiny of negative patterns, reproach, and blame, 

threatening to leave the relationship, identify specific spouse’s basic needs in marital life.
3

Teaching cognitive patterns to couples, focusing on increasing couples’ tolerance so that they finish their challenges 
sooner. Identifying couples’ cognitive errors through Socratic questioning. Assignments for home.4

Identifying irrational thoughts and beliefs and challenging them as ways to question and ultimately change their 
thoughts.5

Make plans to do pleasant activities, express positive characteristics of each other, exchange behavior, increase 
individual activities, teaching communication skills, active listening skills training, expressing certain behavioral 

expectations, doing homework.
6

Train and practice problem-solving techniques, assertiveness training, and timing and planning to carry out activi-
ties, teach emotional skills.

Emotional awareness training and its role in family life, teach ways of solving surmountable problems, and provide 
training that helps couples to identify their style of starting the dispute.

7

Explain the effects of psychological factors on sexual function, teach sexual disorders briefly, and teach how to 
increase emotional tolerance during marital interaction, ways of overcoming permanent and insurmountable prob-

lems. 
 Summarize the previous subjects, assess the client’s feedback to sessions and results, perform the Post-test, and 

end of sessions.

8
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4. Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of 
cognitive-behavioral psychotherapy on marital inti-
macy and identifying basic psychological needs among 
couples referred to counseling centers in Ahvaz. The 
results show that cognitive-behavioral training has 
been effective in marital intimacy and identifying basic 
psychological needs among couples. These results are 

in line with the findings of Mohaddassi et al. [19], Kari-
mi and Khalatbari [21], Bagheri and Samsam Shariat 
[22], Ehsan Nejad et al. [25], Pourmusa et al. [27], and 
Hummel et al. [18].

To explain these results, it can be said that communi-
cation issues and couples’ poor skills in companionship 
are the most significant factors in producing conflict, 
dissatisfaction, and incompatibility, which result in the 

 Table 2. Mean and standard deviation of experimental and control group research variables in the Pre-test, Post-test, and follow-up

Mean±SD
GroupsVariables

ControlIntervention

1.92±52.301.84±52.35Pre-test

Marital intimacy 3.36±52.651.84±67.35Post-test

3.01±52.591.81±68.58Follow-up

1.48±8.901.15±9.20Pre-test
Identifying basic psychological needs (love 

and belonging) 1.29±9.10 1.05±14.05Post-test

1.17±9.151.11±14.47Follow-up

0.98±9.351.80±8.95Pre-test
Identifying basic psychological needs 

(power) 0.94±9.551.57±14.75Post-test

0.96±9.521.48±15.73Follow-up

1.71±8.301.61±8.75Pre-test
Identifying basic psychological needs 

(freedom) 1.70±9.201.70±12.20 Post-test

1.70±9.211.58±13.42Follow-up

1.59±8.851.46±8.85Pre-test

Identifying basic psychological needs 
(survival)

1.98±8.501.23±14.40Post-test

1.92±8.651.13±15.14Follow-up

1.70±8.801.75±8. 80Pre-test

Identifying basic psychological needs (fun( 1.94±7.901.73±13.30Post-test

1.94±7.921.69±14.21Follow-up

Table 3. The results of the Muchly’s intimacy spherical test and the identification of psychological basic needs

PdfChi-squareMuchly’s SphericityVariables

0. 001277.5130.172Marital intimacy

0. 001277.5130.172Identifying basic psychological needs (love and belonging)

0. 001292.6390.122Identifying basic psychological needs (power)

0. 001263.3030.237Identifying basic psychological needs (freedom)

0. 001272.6270.192Identifying basic psychological needs (survival)

0. 001226.1910.551Identifying basic psychological needs (fun)
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reduction of intimacy among couples. Providing couples 
with suitable and effective communication skills can 
lead to identifying basic needs which result in intimacy 
and satisfying marital life [33].

The cognitive-behavioral approach increases couples’ 
awareness of their irrational thoughts and beliefs and 
also the positive aspects of their behaviors. Besides, 
through training sessions and homework assignments, 
this approach modifies the wrong beliefs and attribu-
tions. Modifying beliefs, unrealistic expectations, and 
false attributions of couples from each other reduces 
undue annoyance and increases understanding of 
positive aspects of each other’s behavior, which even-
tually leads to increase marital intimacy. According to 
the cognitive approach followers, some common men-
tal errors can mislead our interpretation of reality that 
displays themselves in our inappropriate behaviors. 

Therefore, the depth of intimacy between two people 
in their relationship depends on their ability to trans-
fer thoughts, feelings, needs, and demands clearly, 
correctly, and effectively. Cognitive-behavioral couple 
therapy can enhance communication skills such as ver-

bal and nonverbal skills. The enhancement of commu-
nication skills increases positive self-confidence and 
reduces pessimism, which ultimately leads to improv-
ing intimacy and identifying basic psychological needs 
in married couples [34].

The program also provides couples with opportuni-
ties to practice new skills and receive feedback. More-
over, in this method, with assigning homework for the 
next sessions, the couples are obligated to practice 
their skills with themselves. Also, the homework will 
bring the couples closer together and enhances the 
intimacy between them and bring us happiness and 
welfare [27-35, 36].

This research, like other studies, has some limitations 
that need to be considered. First, caution must be taken 
in the generalization of the results because the samples 
were chosen with a convenience sampling method and 
only from one counseling center in one city. Second, this 
research could be done both quantitatively and qualita-
tively, but due to the lack of interview conditions, this 
approach was not possible in the present study. Similar 
research can be done in other cities with samples of dif-

Table 4. Summary of variance analysis of frequent measures of marital intimacy and identification of basic needs

Statistical PowerEffect SizePFResource of ChangeVariables

0.9990.5740. 00187.421Time

Marital intimacy 0.9990.4230. 00125.617Group

0.9990.3540. 00118.476Time and group interaction

0.9990.6740. 00197.521Time
Identifying basic psycho-
logical needs (love and 

belonging)
0.9990.5230. 00123.647Group

0.9990.4540. 00119.466Time and group interaction

0.9990.6710. 00195.878Time
Identifying basic psycho-

logical needs (power) 0.9140.2450. 0017.104Group

0.9920.3450. 00111.337Time and group interaction

0.9990.6720. 00196.415Time

Identifying basic psycho-
logical needs (freedom) 0.9900.3470. 00111.421Group

0.9980.3570. 00113.031Time and group interaction

0.9990.6520. 00187.955Time
Identifying basic psycho-
logical needs (survival) 0.9880.3210. 00111.158Group

0.9990.4650. 00120.343Time and group interaction

0.9990.6710. 00187.563Time
Identifying basic psycho-

logical needs (fun( 0.9910.3530. 00111.769Group

0.9990.4290. 00118.359Time and group interaction
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ferent cultures to overcome these limitations. Future 
research will use hybrid designs (qualitative and quan-
titative), a bigger sample size, and more sophisticated 
statistical methods that provide deeper analysis and 
better conclusions. Another limitation of the present 
study was using self-reporting tools. In future research, 
it is recommended to compare the methods of this re-
search with other methods such as metacognition, real-
ity therapy, and so on.

5. Conclusion

The results of this study indicate that cognitive therapy 
sessions are useful and applicable in raising happiness 
and providing couples with suitable and effective com-
munication skills that can lead to identifying basic needs 
better and have intimacy and compatibility of marital life. 
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