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Introduction: The sinister phenomenon of extramarital relationships can have
devastating consequences for the betrayed partner, marital relationship, and
unfaithful spouse. Accordingly, the aim of this study was to compare the
effectiveness of existential therapy and couple therapy on forgiveness in couples
harmed by extramarital relationships.

Methods: This semi-experimental study used a pre-test—post-test design with a
control group and follow-up. The population comprised all women in Qarchak
County, Tehran, involved in extramarital relationships and who had counseling
records in referral centers in 2023, totaling 250 individuals. The sample consisted of
60 women who referred to the Shadmehr Counseling Clinic in Qarchak, selected
through purposive and voluntary sampling. Participants were divided into three
groups: existential therapy (20), cognitive-behavioral couple therapy (20), and
control (20). Data were collected using the Marital Forgiveness Questionnaire by
Pollard et al. (1998). Statistical analysis was performed using repeated measures
analysis.

Results: The findings indicated that both therapeutic approaches significantly
increased forgiveness scores at post-test and follow-up stages compared to pre-test.
Additionally, these therapies had a significant effect on increasing forgiveness
compared to the control group. When comparing the two methods, existential therapy
demonstrated greater effectiveness in enhancing forgiveness.

Conclusion: Overall, both therapeutic approaches can be considered effective
methods for improving forgiveness and marital relationships, with existential therapy
being more effective in this regard.
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Introduction

The sanctity and stability of marital bonds are foundational to individual well-being and societal structure. However, the
modern landscape, marked by increased connectivity, evolving social norms, and heightened personal stressors, has
unfortunately seen a rise in the prevalence and impact of extramarital relationships. This phenomenon, often termed
infidelity or affair, represents a profound breach of trust and commitment, casting a long shadow of distress over the lives
of all involved. For the betrayed partner, the discovery of an extramarital affair can trigger a cascade of intensely painful
emotions, including shock, disbelief, anger, betrayal, and deep sorrow, often leading to a crisis of self-worth and a
fundamental questioning of the relationship’s reality and future. The unfaithful spouse, while often experiencing guilt and
shame, may also grapple with complex motivations and the consequences of their actions, while the integrity of the marital
contract is severely compromised. The ripple effects extend beyond the couple, impacting children, extended families,
and social networks. The aftermath of infidelity is frequently characterized by a profound erosion of intimacy, trust, and
emotional security, creating an environment where healing and reconciliation are exceptionally challenging. Forgiveness,
a complex psychological process involving a shift in one’s attitude and emotions towards an offender, has emerged as a
critical component in navigating the wreckage of infidelity. It is not merely about condoning the behavior but about
releasing oneself from the debilitating grip of resentment and anger, thereby opening a pathway for potential repair and
recovery within the relationship or for individual peace. However, the capacity and willingness to forgive are often deeply
affected by the trauma of betrayal, necessitating therapeutic interventions that can facilitate this arduous process.
Recognizing the multifaceted nature of marital distress stemming from infidelity, various therapeutic modalities have
been employed to assist couples in their journey toward healing and forgiveness. Among these, existential therapy and
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy (CBCT) represent distinct yet potentially powerful approaches. Existential therapy,
rooted in the philosophical tenets of human existence, emphasizes themes such as freedom, responsibility, meaning-
making, and the confrontation with life’s inherent challenges, including loss, isolation, and death. It posits that individuals
can find meaning even in suffering and that by confronting these existential realities, they can develop a more authentic
and resilient self, which may, in turn, foster a capacity for deeper forgiveness. Conversely, cognitive-behavioral couple
therapy focuses on identifying and modifying maladaptive thought patterns and behaviors that contribute to relationship
conflict and distress. Given the distinct theoretical underpinnings and practical applications of these therapeutic models,
it becomes crucial to empirically investigate their comparative efficacy in addressing the specific challenge of forgiveness
in the context of infidelity. Understanding which therapeutic approach, or perhaps the unique contributions of each, best
facilitates forgiveness can inform clinical practice and provide evidence-based guidance for couples seeking to recover
from this devastating experience. Therefore, the primary objective of this research was to conduct a comparative analysis
of the effectiveness of existential therapy and cognitive-behavioral couple therapy in promoting forgiveness among
couples affected by extramarital relationships. This study aimed to shed light on the potential differential impacts of these
therapeutic modalities, thereby contributing valuable insights into the clinical management of infidelity-related marital
discord and the complex process of forgiveness.

Methods

This semi-experimental study used a pre-test—post-test design with a control group and follow-up. The population
comprised all women in Qarchak County, Tehran, involved in extramarital relationships and who had counseling records
in referral centers in 2023, totaling 250 individuals. The sample consisted of 60 women who referred to the Shadmehr
Counseling Clinic in Qarchak, selected through purposive and voluntary sampling. Participants were divided into three
groups: existential therapy (20), cognitive-behavioral couple therapy (20), and control (20). Data were collected using the
Marital Forgiveness Questionnaire by Pollard et al. (1998). Statistical analysis was performed using repeated measures
analysis.

Results

The findings indicated that both therapeutic approaches significantly increased forgiveness scores at post-test and follow-
up stages compared to pre-test. Additionally, these therapies had a significant effect on increasing forgiveness compared
to the control group. When comparing the two methods, existential therapy demonstrated greater effectiveness in
enhancing forgiveness.

Conclusion
The findings of this study offer significant and encouraging insights into the therapeutic management of forgiveness
following infidelity, underscoring the potential of psychological interventions to facilitate healing and reconciliation in
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severely damaged relationships. The core revelation is the demonstrated efficacy of both existential therapy and cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy (CBCT) in significantly enhancing marital forgiveness among individuals who have
experienced the trauma of an extramarital affair. The consistent and statistically significant increases in forgiveness scores
observed at both the post-test and follow-up assessments, relative to pre-test measures, provide robust evidence that these
therapeutic modalities are not merely palliative but can foster tangible and lasting shifts in participants’ capacity to forgive.
This suggests that therapeutic engagement can indeed help individuals move beyond the immediate pain and resentment
associated with betrayal, opening avenues for relational repair or, at the very least, for the individual’s own psychological
liberation from the burden of unforgiveness. Furthermore, the marked superiority of both therapeutic groups over the
control group reinforces the notion that infidelity-related distress is a condition that benefits substantially from structured
professional intervention. The control group’s lack of significant change highlights that simply allowing time to pass or
relying on unguided coping mechanisms may be insufficient for fostering forgiveness in the wake of such profound
relational harm. This finding emphasizes the critical role of skilled therapeutic guidance in navigating the complex
emotional landscape that infidelity creates, suggesting that active intervention is necessary to facilitate positive change.
Perhaps the most nuanced and impactful finding of this research lies in the comparative analysis between existential
therapy and CBCT. The results indicating that existential therapy demonstrated a statistically greater effectiveness in
promoting forgiveness compared to CBCT are particularly noteworthy. This suggests that the philosophical underpinnings
and emphasis on meaning-making, responsibility, and confronting existential anxieties inherent in existential therapy may
offer a unique advantage in addressing the profound sense of loss, disillusionment, and existential questioning that often
accompanies infidelity. The process of finding meaning in suffering, accepting life’s inherent difficulties, and taking
authentic responsibility for one’s choices- central tenets of existential thought- may create a fertile ground for the deep
and transformative work of forgiveness. It implies that a focus on the deeper existential dimensions of the betrayal, rather
than solely on behavioral and cognitive restructuring, might be more potent in facilitating the profound emotional release
and acceptance required for true forgiveness. In summation, this study provides compelling evidence that both existential
therapy and CBCT are valuable tools for couples grappling with infidelity, offering pathways to increased forgiveness.
However, the data points towards existential therapy as a potentially more potent intervention for this specific outcome.
These findings have important clinical implications, suggesting that therapists working with couples affected by infidelity
might consider prioritizing existential approaches or integrating their core principles into other modalities when the goal
is to enhance forgiveness. Future research could explore the specific mechanisms within existential therapy that contribute
to this enhanced forgiveness and investigate the long-term sustainability of these effects across diverse cultural contexts
and relationship dynamics. Ultimately, the study contributes to a growing body of literature that validates the power of
therapeutic intervention in mending the deeply fractured bonds of marriage after infidelity, offering hope and practical
strategies for healing.
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