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Abstract

Neurotic perfectionism has a variety of psychological consequences that should be considered in psychotherapy
applications. The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy (EFT) in
alexithymia and idealistic marriage expectations in neurotic perfectionist girls. The research population consisted of
neurotic perfectionist girls visiting counseling centers in Ahvaz. The participants were a sample of 5 girls selected
using purposive sampling with a minimum cut-off score of 145 in the Neurotic Perfectionism Questionnaire (NPQ).
This study was conducted using a single-case quasi-experimental design. The emotion-focused therapy (EFT)
protocol (Goldman & Greenberg, 2015) was implemented in eleven 90-minute sessions. The participants completed
the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20) and the Marriage. Expectation Scale (MES). The data were collected in
three baseline, treatment, and follow-up phases, and were analyzed using the reliable change index (RCI), recovery
rate, and visual drawing. The analysis of the recovery rate showed the participants’ alexithymia (10.58) and
idealistic marriage expectations (12.98) improved in the treatment phase and their alexithymia (19.41) and idealistic
marriage expectations (24.86) improved in the follow-up phase. Moreover, the reliability change index of both
variables in the post-treatment and follow-up phases was significant (z=1.96; P = 0.05). Thus, emotion-focused
therapy (EFT) reduces alexithymia and idealistic marriage expectations in neurotic perfectionist girls by
confronting, expressing, and regulating emotions, and identifying and expressing desires and needs.

Keywords: emotion-focused therapy (EFT), alexithymia, idealistic marriage expectations, neurotic perfectionism

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Perfectionism is a complex concept to define and many researchers stated that there is no agreement on a single
definition of perfectionism. However, having high standards is reflected as the core of all existing definitions of
perfectionism (Karaman et al., 2020). In general, from a negative perspective, perfectionists often have all-or-
nothing thinking and self-destructive and critical thoughts about themselves and others. Frost et al. (1990) believe
that the distinguishing factor of neurotic perfectionism from the norm is a self-critical assessment of performance
or progress. According to them, neurotic perfectionism is more associated with self-critical evaluation. Unlike
desirable perfectionism, in which realistic goals are accompanied by rewards related to success, neurotic
perfectionism involves setting unattainable standards and exaggerating the effects of failure and feeling hopeless.
Since recent findings confirm that perfectionist tendencies are increasing among the recent generations of young
people (Curran & Hill, 2019), five young perfectionist girls were examined in the present study.

A self-centered perfectionist person avoids the feelings that arise due to the failure to face reality outside of
themselves by worrying about doing their work perfectly. When this behavioral approach occurs repeatedly
during development and in various situations, perfectionism becomes a trait and does not allow a person to
acquire the ability to describe and recognize feelings. As a result, perfectionism acts as a factor in increasing
alexithymia (Mansouri et al., 2019). The main characteristics of alexithymia include difficulty in recognizing and
differentiating emotions from physical sensations and describing them to others, as well as an outwardly focused
cognitive style that reflects three social defects: (1) cognitive-experiential dysfunction in the emotional response
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system, (2) emotion dysregulation in interpersonal relationships, and (3) limited capacity for imagination
(Mahapatra & Sharma, 2018). On the other hand, negative and non-conformist perfectionists have high and
unrealistic personal standards. Such individuals have high expectations about marriage and choosing their future
partners. Expectations are subjective standards and hypotheses and pre-determined frameworks that a person has
about marital life and a spouse, which may or may not be based on reality (West, 2006, cited by Hajrzaei, 2019).
Expectation from marriage is a cognitive concept and has three dimensions; pessimistic, realistic, and idealistic
expectations. In the current study, expectations from marriage mean idealistic expectations.

Since perfectionist people, especially negative perfectionists assess all the people around them on the scale of their
perfectionism, they specify unreasonable and very high standards for themselves and the people around them.
They also have serious problems in interpersonal relationships and experience difficulty in describing their
feelings (alexithymia) (Zofan & Ghasedi, 2020). There are various psychological interventions to improve and
reduce symptoms such as alexithymia and idealistic expectations from marriage in Greenberg’s emotion-focused
therapy (EFT). Emotion-focused therapy (EFT) is one of the short-term and structured treatment methods that
emphasizes the role of emotions as a core element in the structure of a person and a key determinant in self-
organization (Greenberg & Watson, 2006; as cited in Khadabandeh Lou et al., 2021). EFT encourages patients to
observe and describe their emotions in a non-judgmental environment and emphasizes cognition and interpersonal
experiences (Compare et al., 2013; as cited in Davoudi et al., 2020). Thus, it is expected that EFT can help people
by making them aware of their wants and needs, attitudes and expectations, and adopting realistic logic. It can also
help people face, express, and regulate their emotions instead of suppressing or avoiding them. To this end, the
present study seeks to find out whether EFT is effective in reducing alexithymia and idealistic marriage
expectations in neurotic perfectionist girls.

Method

The present study was conducted using a single-case multiple baseline quasi-experimental design. In the
present study, the participants entered two baseline phases simultaneously and then entered four treatment
phases and two follow-up phases (over 3 months). The research population consisted of all young neurotic
perfectionist girls who visited counseling centers (International, Paradise of Life, Nutritional Counseling, and
University) in Ahvaz in 2022. The participants in this study were five neurotic perfectionist girls who were
selected using purposive sampling following the initial interviews and based on the inclusion criteria. The
inclusion criteria were the presence of perfectionism in the participants based on a score higher than 145 on
the Neurotic Perfectionism Questionnaire (NPQ), informed consent, willingness to participate in the study,
and not being hospitalized due to psychological disorders in the last 6 months. The selected neurotic
perfectionist girls attended eleven 90-minute emotion-focused therapy (EFT) sessions and entered two
baseline phases simultaneously. During the EFT sessions, all questionnaires were completed in steps 3, 7, 11,
and 14 of the treatment process (four measurement steps during the treatment phase) and three months after
treatment (two measurement steps during the follow-up phase). The collected data were analyzed using the
reliable change index (RCI), visual drawing, and recovery rate.

Instruments

The data in this study were collected using three instruments: (1) Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20)
(Bagby et al., 1994; as cited in Besharat, 2007a; Besharat, 2007b; Besharat, 2008). This 20-item tool
measures alexithymia on a five-point Likert scale (1= strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). (2) Marriage
Expectation Scale (MES) (Jones & Nelson, 1996): It is a 40-item instrument. However, a 14-item version of
the scale was used in this study. (3) Neurotic Perfectionism Questionnaire (NPQ) (Mitzman et al., 1994)
which is a 42-item tool that measures neurotic perfectionism.

Data analysis
The collected data were analyzed using the clinical significance (reliable change index (RCI)), visual
drawing, and recovery rate.

Findings

The analysis of the recovery rate showed the participants’ alexithymia (10.58) and the idealistic marriage
expectations (12.98) improved in the treatment phase and their alexithymia (19.41) and the idealistic
marriage expectations (24.86) improved in the follow-up phase. Moreover, the reliability change index of
both variables in the post-treatment and follow-up phases was significant (z=1.96; P = 0.05).

Discussion and Conclusions

This study examined the impact of emotion-focused therapy (EFT) on alexithymia and idealistic marriage
expectations. The results revealed that EFT is effective in reducing alexithymia and idealistic marriage
expectations, as confirmed in previous studies (Houseinzadeh et al., 2021; Shokrolahi et al., 2022; Zanganeh
Motlag et al., 2017; Saeedi Heydari et al., 2014). The neurotic perfectionist person avoids the emergence of
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emotions, especially frustrating emotions, due to their concern for performing their tasks perfectly. EFT
enables patients to accept negative emotions, face them, control them, and increase their adaptability through
emotional awareness (Timulak et al., 2020). During EFT, with the help of a therapist, a person reprocesses
important and painful aspects of their experience, and by accessing early and adaptive emotions, they can
meditate on alternative perspectives and evaluate them. Increasing the ability to identify emotions enables a
person to identify and evaluate environmental stimuli and communicate effectively with others and express
empathy with them (Mehboudi et al., 2020). Thus, using EFT as a systemic approach, the present study
contributed to evoking new emotional and processing structures in the participants by special intervention
methods such as focusing on experience, empathic exploration, emotional processing, and compassion
towards oneself and others. Thus, neurotic perfectionist people create some changes in their relationships,
develop secure attachments, and engage in modifying emotions and reducing alexithymia.

Furthermore, neurotic perfectionist people have many predetermined standards and assumptions and
experience more rumination. Thus, they have many unrealistic standards and expectations. Through therapy
interventions, the participants gained an awareness of incompatible emotions, accessed compatible and
underlying emotions, and then identified their needs, desires, and expectations. The more people can
recognize their feelings and emotions, the more they will know their needs, interests, sensitivities, desires,
and wishes. Therefore, EFT can help people by making them aware of their wants and needs, attitudes and
expectations, and adopting realistic logic. It can also help people face, express, and regulate their emotions
instead of suppressing or avoiding them. It also encourages clients to identify and modify their attachment
style, thus reducing idealistic expectations from marriage.
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