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Abstract 

Introduction: Veterans are involved with many physical and mental problems that affect their married life. This 

study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Systemic-Constructivist Couple Therapy (SCCT) on the emotional 
expression and marital intimacy of spouses of veterans who have Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). 
 

Materials and Methods: The population of the present study was all veterans with PTSD who were referred 

to the Shahid Foundation of Mashhad City, Iran, in the third quarter of 2023. Thirty veterans with PTSD diagnosis 

were selected, and these veterans and their spouses were randomly replaced in two intervention and control 

groups. The participants were evaluated before and after the intervention with a marital intimacy scale and 

emotional expression questionnaire. The intervention consisted of eight sessions of systemic-constructivist couple 
therapy. The covariance statistical method was used to analyze the data. 
 

Results: The results showed that the level of marital intimacy, intimate expression, and positive expression 

increased in the intervention group compared to the control group. Negative expressiveness in the intervention 

group showed a significant decrease compared to the control group (P< 0.01). 
 
Conclusion: Therefore, systemic-constructivist couple therapy is effective in the emotional expression and 

marital intimacy of spouses of veterans who have post-traumatic stress disorder. 
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Introduction 
War veterans experience various 

psychological problems such as depression, 
anxiety, Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PT 
SD), cognitive problems, sexual dysfunction, 

                                                   
*Corresponding Author:  
Department of Psychology, Neyshabur Branch, Islamic Azad University, Neyshabur, Iran. 

khodabakhsh@ut.ac.ir 

Received: Oct. 24, 2024 

Accepted: Dec. 25, 2024 
 

 Copyright©2025 Mashhad University of Medical Sciences. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons 

Attribution-Noncommercial 4.0 International License https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/deed.en 

emotional dysregulation, suppressed emotions, 
and marital conflicts (1-3). The high prevalence 
of veterans have PTSD in a mild to severe range 

of symptoms, which interfere with their 
relationships, especially in close relationships 
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with their partners and family members (4-6). 
Despite the personal effects of PTSD on an 
affected person, their relatives, especially 
couples, also experience high levels of stress 

and negative emotions such as depression, 
psychological fatigue, constant tension, being 
ignored, isolation, suppression of emotions, 
limited social relationships, grief feeling, 
marital dissatisfaction, and lack of feeling of 
support (7-10). Despite personal treatments for 
PTSD )11), the involvement of family 
members, especially their partners, in the 

treatment process can decrease psychological 
problems and marital conflicts in veterans and 
couples (12-16). So, couple therapies focused 
on interpersonal relationships and the family 
environment improve couples' mental health 
and marital satisfaction (17). 

Among couple therapy methods, Systemic-

Constructivist Couple Therapy (SCCT) is a 
clinical intervention that involves interpersonal 
and intrapersonal aspects of marriage and the 
socio-environmental context of the couples 
(18). This approach examines the dynamic and 
physiological factors in marriage. Systemic-
constructive therapy helps couples come closer 

by providing pragmatic solutions and reducing 
their problems. Studies have indicated that 
SCCT increases the sense of belonging, which 
leads to increased interpersonal processing and 
marital satisfaction (19). 

Regarding the need for novel and effective 
couple therapy to enhance marital intimacy and 
decrease psychological symptoms of veterans' 

spouses, this study aimed to investigate the 
effectiveness of Systemic-Constructivist 
Couple Therapy (SCCT) on emotional 
expression and marital intimacy of spouses of 
veterans suffering from post-traumatic stress. 
 

Materials and Methods 
The population of this study included all 

veterans who were referred to the Shahid 
Foundation of Mashhad City, Iran, in the third 
quarter of 2023. Inclusion criteria included a 
score above the cut-off line in the post-traumatic 
stress questionnaire (26-43, moderate level), 

marriage for more than one year, and a minimum 
intermediate degree of education. Exclusion 
criteria included having a psychological illness 
other than PTSD, severe intellectual or 
functional disability, and absenting more than 
one educational session. Based on the studies 
and formulas conducted (20), we selected 15 

experimental and control group couples. 

Finally, nine couples remained in each group 
and were evaluated in the analysis. 

 Research instruments 
A) Demographic checklist: It included 

questions about age, educational level, illness, 
medication use, marriage duration, and receiving 
psychological treatment. 

B) The Impact of Event Scale (IES): This scale 
was designed by Horowitz (1979) and consists 
of 15 questions. The options for the questions are 
not at all, rarely, sometimes, often, in the order 
of 0-1-3-5. The range of scores is between 0-75. 

The severity of the impact of the trauma is 
assessed based on the scores obtained in the 
following order: no impact (0-8), probable 
impact 9-25, clear impact (26-43), and severe 
impact (44-75). Creamer et al. confirmed the 
validity and reliability of this tool in their study 
and obtained a Cronbach's alpha of 0.96 (21). 

Abdi reported a Cronbach's alpha reliability of 
0.92 for the questionnaire, and its content 
validity has been confirmed by experts (22). 

C) The Marital Intimacy Scale (MIS): This 
scale was developed by Walker and Thompson 
in 1983. This questionnaire is a 17-item 
instrument designed to measure affection and 

intimacy.  
The subject's score in this questionnaire is 

obtained by summing the scores of the questions 
and dividing it by the number 17. The range of 
scores is between 1 and 7, with a higher score 
indicating greater intimacy. This scale is part of 
a larger instrument that includes several 
dimensions of intimacy, but its developers report 

it as an independent scale (23). This scale was 
translated by Sanaei in 2001. In the study by 
Sanaei, the Cronbach alpha was reported as 0.96 
(24). 

D) Emotional Expressiveness Questionnaire 
(EEQ): This questionnaire was developed by 
King and Emmons (1990) and has 16 items in 

three subscales: ambivalence in expressing 
positive emotions (7 items), expressing intimacy 
(5 items), and expressing negative emotions (4 
items). In this questionnaire, a higher score 
indicates higher emotional expressiveness.  

The questionnaire is scored on a 5-point Likert 
scale from "strongly agree" to "strongly 

disagree." Items 1-7 are related to the positive 
emotion expression subscale, 8-12 are related to 
the intimacy scale, and 13-16 are related to the 
negative emotion expression subscale (25). In an 
Iranian population, the Cronbach alpha of this 
questionnaire was reported as 0.66 (26). 
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Implementation 
Intervention sessions were held for eight 

sessions, lasting 60-90 minutes, twice a week. 

The content of the sessions is as follows                
(Table 1) (18): 

 
Table 1. The summary content of systemic-constructivist couple therapy 

Session Content 

1st 

Introduction and familiarization with concepts; familiarization with the rules of the sessions, creating a sense of 
participation, and familiarization with basic concepts. In the first session, the therapist will familiarize the 

participants with some of the empirical findings of structural systemic couple therapy and how to use these 

findings. The general rules of the group are also stated and couples are encouraged to participate in the group 

during the training sessions. Participants are asked to write down a list of conflicts related to marital problems. 
 

2nd 

The noted marital conflicts are reviewed. Conflicts in different areas and the nature of the participants' problems 

are classified in this session. Then, prioritization is done. New strategies for dealing with unspoken problems are 
explored. 
 

3rd 

Empathy and active listening; improving empathy and active listening skills. Teaching the technique of marital 
listening. In this session, participants will be taught to listen fully to the other person and understand what he or 

she is saying, and not to think about responding while listening. Participants are asked to practice the technique 

of listening until the next session. 
 

4th 

Effective communication; learning about barriers to communication and focusing on effective communication 

techniques; discussing the disadvantages of avoiding the topic and implementing tools. In this session, 

participants were encouraged to focus on areas that they avoid talking about despite the conflict. Participants 
were encouraged to shift their focus from criticism and complaining to active participation and achieving an 

ideal relationship. Effective conversation practice and active participation 
 

5th 

Wish list; changing conversation styles from criticism to active participation and improving conversation skills. 

In this session, participants were asked to individually create a list of characteristics they would like for their 

ideal relationship. The goal of this exercise is to shift participants’ focus from complaining and criticizing to a 

more active mode of participation. Continuing to work on the wish list and expanding on it. Next, the role reversal 
technique was practiced. Role reversal: Helping couples understand each other better through the technique of 

thinking and speaking in the third person. Implementing the technique of thinking and speaking in the third 

person. In this session, the technique of thinking and speaking in the third person was used. In this technique, 

participants were taught to discuss problematic interactions with their spouses in relation to the therapist. Using 
the technique of thinking and speaking in the third person about issues in married life 
 

6th 

Changing roles; helping couples to understand each other better through the technique of thinking and speaking 
in the third person. Continuing to implement the technique of thinking and speaking in the third person. In this 

session, the technique of thinking and speaking in the third person will again be used regarding existing problems. 

Using the technique of thinking and speaking in the third person about issues of severe marital tension. In this 

session, the woman speaks in the husband's position and the husband speaks in the wife's position 
 

7th 

Mutual understanding; the couple puts themselves in the wife's position to better understand the other world. 

Implementation of the inner partner technique (taking a perspective for couples). In this session, the couple was 
spoken to as if they were in the wife's position. This process causes the party being interviewed to imagine 

themselves in another place. Implementation of the inner partner technique (taking a perspective for couples) on 

controversial issues 
 

8th 

Review of materials and summary; summary of sessions and conclusions; review of previous sessions; final 

summary; re-administration of the appreciation and gratitude test to the subjects and termination of treatment 

 

 
The collected data were analyzed after 

description (with mean, standard deviation, 

percentage, and frequency) using one-way 
covariance analysis in SPSS 22 statistical 
software. 
 

Results 
Among the participants, 18 couples were 

evaluated. The educational level of 10 
participants (27.8%) had bachelor's or 
associate's degrees, 22 (61.1%) had diplomas or 

intermediate degrees, and 4 (11.1%) had 
master's or doctoral degrees. 2 couples had one 

child (10.2%), nine couples (50%) had two 
children, six couples (37.4%) had three 
children, and one couple had four children. The 
participants had been married for 17-41 years. 
The age range of the participants was 33-61 
years, with a mean age of 49.75 years. The 
mean scores of the variables by group for the 
two pre-test and post-test stages are presented 

in Table 2. 
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Table 2. The mean scores of emotional expression and marital intimacy in two groups in the pre-test and post-

test stages 
Variable Stage SCCT group (Mean ± SD) Control group (Mean ± SD) 

Intimacy  Pre-test 34.77 ± 4.26 33.94 ± 4.33 

 Post-test 43.38 ± 4.56 34.11 ± 4.12 

Expressing intimacy Pre-test 11.55 ± 1.82 12.22 ± 2.48 
 Post-test 16.11 ± 2.56 12.11 ± 2.44 

Expressing negative emotions Pre-test 10.94 ± 2.23 11.61 ± 1.78 

 Post-test 14.16 ± 2.20 11.66 ± 1.78 

Expressing positive emotions Pre-test 16.50 ± 2.87 16.72 ± 2.13 
 Post-test 21.33 ± 3.39 17.16 ± 2.25 

 
As shown in Table 2, the mean scores in the 

experimental and control groups are similar in 
the pre-test, but changes were seen in the post-
test. The normality of the distribution of 

variables in the two groups was tested with the 
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. The results showed 
the assumption of the normality in the 
experimental and control groups (P> 0.05). The 
results of the Levene's test for homogeneity of 
variance were also confirmed (P= 0.463). The 
results of the assumption of homogeneity of the 

slope of the regression line showed that the 
significance level of the interaction effect was 
insignificant in all dependent variables, and the 
assumption of homogeneity of the slope of the 

regression line was met. Also, the results of the 
M-Box test (90.92) showed that the assumption 
of homogeneity of the covariance matrix was 
met. Considering the compliance with the 
assumptions of the analysis of covariance, the 
results of the multivariate analysis of 
covariance are presented in Table 3. 

 
Table 3. The results of covariance analysis 

Source Sum of squares Degree of freedom Mean of squares F P Eta 

Intimacy 493.39 1 493.39 108.06 0.001 0.76 
Group 649.79 1 649.79 142.32 0.001 0.81 

Error 150.66 33 4.56    

Expressing positive emotions 235.90 1 235.90 167.07 0.001 0.76 

Group 173.71 1 173.71 123.02 0.001 0.81 
Error 46.59 33 1.41    

Expressing negative emotions 115.88 1 115.88 185.45 0.001 0.84 

Group 82.67 1 82.67 132.31 0.001 0.80 

Error 20.62 33 0.62    
Expressing intimacy 175.62 1 175.62 152.80 0.001 0.82 

Group 193.60 1 193.60 168.44 0.001 0.83 

Error 37.92 33 1.14    

 
 

The covariance test showed that by 
eliminating the pre-test effect, the level of 
intimacy in the experimental group compared 
to the control group in the post-test stage had a 
significant change (P< 0.05).  

The eta coefficient was 0.81, which shows that 
the level of change in the experimental group 
compared to the control group increased 81%. 
Also, the emotional expression scores in the 
three dimensions of negative, positive, and 
intimate expression changed significantly in the 
post-test stage in the experimental group (P< 
0.05). The beta coefficient for positive 

expression was 0.81, negative expression was 
0.80, and intimacy expression was 0.83. 
 

Discussion  
The results showed that the level of intimacy 

and expression of emotion in the experimental 

group had a significant change in the post-test 
stage compared to the control group. It means 
that systemic-constructivist couple therapy was 
effective in the marital intimacy and expression 
of emotion in spouses of veterans with post-
traumatic stress disorder. 

In this line, Ahmad and Reid suggested that 

systemic-constructivist couple therapy is an 
effective therapy to improve relationship 
adjustment significantly in couples with South 
Asian culture in the treatment process (27). Also, 
Reid et al. concluded that SCCT increased 
couples' identity and marital satisfaction in two 
studies and a follow-up study. Thirteen couples 

participated in each study. The 2-year follow-up 
study showed persistent increased couples 
identity and marital satisfaction in studied 
couples (28). In Iranian populations, Noorani, 
Jazayeri, and Fatehizadeh investigated the 
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effectiveness of SCCT through the Enrich 
Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire and the 
couple intimacy scale on 30 older women-
younger men couples in Isfahan City, who were 

divided into an experimental group and a control 
group. They concluded that SCCT was effective 
in positively affecting marital satisfaction and 
intimacy of couples (20). These findings are 
consistent with our findings. In addition, 
Pourhosseinali and Amirfakhraei studied the 
effectiveness of SCCT on alexithymia and self-
differentiation of 30 wives who experienced 

marital betrayal in Sirjan City, Iran. The results 
indicated an increased level of self-
differentiation and reduced alexithymia in wives 
who had undergone nine two-hour sessions of 
SCCT compared to the control group (29). These 
results support our findings about the 
effectiveness of SCCT on the expression of 

emotions in spouses of veterans with PTSD. 
Because these women almost suffer from 
suppressed and non-expressed emotions due to 
special conditions. In another study by 
Aqamirmohamdali, Kaboli, and Kalani 
Sarokolaei on 30 women seeking a divorce in 
Tehran, Iran, the results indicated that SCCT 

significantly corrected their irrational beliefs and 
decreased alexithymia in these women (30). 
These findings are in line with our results about 
the effectiveness of SCCT on the expression of 
emotions and marital intimacy in veterans' 
spouses who experience marital conflict and 
difficulties in expressing their emotions. 

 Overall, the results indicated that family 

therapy, a system based on constructivism, is 
effective on the level of intimacy and emotional 

expression styles of spouses of veterans with 
post-traumatic stress. This method can be an 
appropriate intervention to improve couples' 
relationships. This study was accompanied by 

limitations, including the impossibility of 
random sampling and the impossibility of 
selecting participants based on socioeconomic 
status and severity of PTSD. In future studies, it 
is suggested that this study be examined in other 
military and civilian groups. Psychological 
problems should be identified and classified, and 
interventions should be made based on them. 

 

Conclusion 
 Therefore, systemic-constructivist couple 
therapy is effective in the emotional expression 

and marital intimacy of spouses of veterans 
who have post-traumatic stress disorder. 
 

Acknowledgments 
 We thank all veterans and their spouses who 
participated in the present study. 
Conflict of Interests 

 The authors declare no conflict of interest. 
Funding 
 The authors declare no financial support. 
Ethical Considerations 
 All veterans and their spouses participated 
voluntarily and signed the consent form. The 
present study was approved by Islamic Azad 
University, Neishabour Branch. 

Authors' Contributions 
 The second author designed and supervised the 
research process, and approved the final draft of 
the manuscript. The first author conducted the 
research and wrote and revised the manuscript.

 

References 
1. Bagheri F, Fathi Ashtiani A. [Risk and protective factors associated with post-traumatic stress disorder in 

military veterans and soldiers: A systematic review]. The quarterly journal of Ebn-e-Sina 2024; 26(1): 1-12. 

(Persian) 

2. Protopopescu A, Boyd JE, O’Connor C, Rhind SG, Jetly R, Lanius RA, et al. Examining the associations among 

moral injury, difficulties with emotion regulation, and symptoms of PTSD, depression, anxiety, and stress among 

Canadian military members and Veterans: A preliminary study. J Mil Veteran Fam Health 2021; 7(2): 71-80. 

3. Khan AJ, Maguen S, Straus LD, Nelyan, TC, Gross JJ, Cohen BE. Expressive suppression and cognitive 
reappraisal in veterans with PTSD: Results from the mind your heart study. J Affect Disord 2021; 283: 278-84. 

4. Wisco BE, Nomamiukor FO, Marx BP, Krystal JH, Southwick SM, Pietrzak RH. Posttraumatic stress disorder 

in US military veterans: Results from the 2019-2020 National Health and Resilience in Veterans Study. J Clin 

Psychiatry 2022; 83(2): 39779. 

5. Peterson AL, Mintz J, Moring JC, Straud CL, Young-McCaughan S, McGeary CA, et al. In-office, in-home, 

and telehealth cognitive processing therapy for posttraumatic stress disorder in veterans: A randomized clinical 

trial. BMC Psychiatry 2022; 22(1): 41. 

6. Smith TW, Baron CE, Caska-Wallace CM, Knobloch-Fedders LM, Renshaw KD, Uchino BN. PTSD in 

veterans, couple behavior, and cardiovascular response during marital conflict. Emotion 2021; 21(3): 478. 

7. Oudi D, Vagharseyyedin SA, Nakhaei M, Esmaeili A, Mohtasham S. Experiences of wives of veterans with 

post-traumatic stress disorder: A qualitative study. Ethiop J Health Sci 2023; 33(2): 337. 

https://jfmh.mums.ac.ir/


SYSTEMIC-CONSTRUCTIVITIST COUPLE THERAPY                                                            GHANBARI AND KHODABAKHSH                                                                                                                

Fundamentals of Mental Health, 2025 Mar-Apr                                                           https://jfmh.mums.ac.ir  92 

8. Maddah Z, Negarandeh R, Rahimi S, Pashaeypoor S. Challenges of living with veterans with post- traumatic 

stress disorder from the perspective of spouses: A qualitative content analysis study. BMC Psychiatry 2024; 24: 

151. 

9. Watkins LE, Laws HB. A dyadic analysis of PTSD and psychological partner aggression among US Iraq and 

Afghanistan veterans: The impact of gender and dual-veteran couple status. J Interpers Viol 2021; 36(5-6): 2393-

408. 

10. Senior E, Clarke A, Wilson-Menzfeld G. The military spouse experience of living alongside their 

serving/veteran partner with a mental health issue: A systematic review and narrative synthesis. PLoS ONE 2023; 
18(5): e0285714. 

11. Shea MT, Krupnick JL, Sautter FJ, Mete M, Green BL, Norman SB, et al. A randomized clinical trial 

comparing interpersonal psychotherapy with prolonged exposure for the treatment of PTSD in veterans. J Anxiety 

Disord 2023; 99: 102770. 

12. Monson CM, Wagner AC, Macdonald A, Brown-Bowers A. Couple treatment for posttraumatic stress 

disorder. In: Evidence based treatments for trauma-related psychological disorders: A practical guide for 

clinicians. Cham: Springer; 2022: 517-31. 

13. Sijercic I, Liebman RE, Ip J, Whitfield KM, Ennis N, Sumantry D, et al. A systematic review and meta-

analysis of individual and couple therapies for posttraumatic stress disorder: Clinical and intimate relationship 

outcomes. J Anxiety Disord 2022; 91: 102613. 

14. Thompson-Hollands J, Rando AA, Stoycos SA, Meis LA, Iverson KM. Family involvement in PTSD 

treatment: Perspectives from a nationwide sample of Veterans Health Administration clinicians. 

Adm Policy Ment Health 2022; 49(6): 1019-30. 

15. Monson CM, Wagner AC, Crenshaw AO, Whitfield KM, Newnham CM, Valela R, et al. An uncontrolled 

trial of couple HOPES: A guided online couple intervention for PTSD and relationship enhancement. J Fam 

Psychol 2022; 36(6): 1036. 

16. Giff ST, Teves J, Petty K, Kansky J, Libet J. Relationship satisfaction of veterans and partners seeking couples 
therapy: Associations with posttraumatic stress, accommodation, and depression. Couple and family psychology: 

Research and practice. Advance online publication; 2023. 

17. Brickell TA, French LM, Varbedian NV, Sewell JM, Schiefelbein FC, Wright MM, et al. Relationship 

satisfaction among spouse caregivers of service members and veterans with comorbid mild traumatic brain injury 

and post‐traumatic stress disorder. Fam Process 2022; 61(4): 1525-140. 

18. Reid DW, Doell FK, Dalton EJ, Ahmad S. Systemic-Constructivist Couple Therapy (SCCT): Description of 

approach, theoretical advances, and published longitudinal evidence. Psychotherapy (Chic) 2008; 45(4): 477-90. 

19. He Y, Fisher AR, Swanson SE, Lebow JL. Integrative systemic therapy: Integrating individual, Couple, and 

Family Therapy. Aust N Z J Fam Ther 2022; 43(1): 9-21. 

20. Noorani M, Jazayeri R, Fatehizadeh M. [The effectiveness of systemic-constructivist couple therapy (SCCT) 

on marital satisfaction and intimacy in older women-younger men marriages]. Journal of psychological science 
2021; 20: 1569-86. (Persian) 

21. Creamer M, Bell R, Failla S. Psychometric properties of the impact of event scale—revised. Behav Res Ther 

2003; 41(12): 1489-96. 

22. Abdi A, Moradi A, Akramian F. [The comparison of autobiographical memory in PTSD and normal adults]. 

Journal of clinical psychology 2010; 1(3):53-62. (Persian) 

23. Chan WC, To SM, Wong KL. Intimacy as a distinct construct: Validating the Intimacy Scale among older 

adults of residential care homes in Hong Kong. The open family studies Journal 2015; 7(Suppl 2): 60-67. 

24. Sanaei Zaker B. [The scales of measuring family and marriage]. Tehran: Besat; 2009. (Persian) 

25. King LA, Emmons RA. Conflict over emotional expression: psychological and physical correlates. J Pers Soc 

Psychol 1990; 58(5): 864. 

26. Rasulzadeh Nemini S, Sadeghi J. The mediating role of emotional expressivity in the relationship between 

HEXACO personality traits with internet infidelity in nursing students. Journal of police medicine 2023; 12(1): 

e7.  

27. Ahmad S, Reid DW. Enhancing the relationship adjustment of South Asian Canadian couples using a 

systemic‐constructivist approach to couple therapy. J Marital Fam Ther 2016; 42(4): 615-29. 

28. Reid DW, Dalton EJ, Laderoute K, Doell FK, Nguyen T. Therapeutically induced changes in couple identity: 

The role of we-ness and interpersonal processing in relationship satisfaction. Genet Soc Gen Psychol Monogr 

2006; 132(3): 241-84. 

29. Pourhosseinali S, Amirfakhraei A. [Effectiveness of systemic-constructivist couple therapy on alexithymia 

and differentiation of self among women hurt by infidelity]. Woman and family studies 2020; 12: 7-24. (Persian) 

30. Aqamirmohamdali Z, Kaboli K, Kalani Sarokolaei A. [The effectiveness of systemic-constructive couple 

therapy on irrational beliefs and alexithymia in women seeking divorce]. Family pathology, counseling and 

enrichment 2020; 6(1): 167-86. (Persian) 

  

https://jfmh.mums.ac.ir/

