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Abstract

In a marital relationship, emotional safety and attachment behaviors allows the spouses to express their
true selves without fear of judgment or rejection and to deal with life's challenges and changes. This study
aimed to investigate the effectiveness of the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on emotionally-
focused couple therapy (EFCT) on emotional safety and attachment behaviors in incompatible couples.
The study employed a single-case design of the non-concurrent multiple baseline type, with a statistical
population consisting of 60 couples seeking assistance at specialized family counseling centers in
Bushehr, Iran. Three incompatible couples were selected through purposive sampling from among the
volunteers visiting these centers, based on specific inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as their
responses to the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS), The Intimate Safety Questionnaire-Revised
(1ISQ-R), and the Brief Accessibility, Responsiveness, and Engagement (BARE) Scale. The Hold Me
Tight educational program was delivered to these couples over eight two-hour sessions held weekly. Data
were analyzed using visual drawing, clinically significant improvement metrics, and Ingram's six clinical
efficacy indices to evaluate the applied intervention. The findings showed that the Hold Me Tight
enrichment program significantly enhanced emotional safety and attachment behaviors in incompatible
couples. Therefore, the Hold Me Tight program is recommended as an effective intervention for
promoting emotional safety and attachment behaviors among incompatible couples.

Keywords: Hold Me Tight Program, Emotionally-Focused Couple Therapy, Emotional Safety, Attachment
Behaviors

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marriage is one of the most important and influential interpersonal relationships in a person’s life,
profoundly impacting various aspects such as lifestyle, personal growth, prosperity, and the education of
future generations, and is distinguished from other human relations (Dehghani et al., 2017). It serves as the
main pillar of society and the most important event in an individual's life (Cherestani, 2014). Marital
compatibility is one of the most important determining factors of marital longevity, as it forms the
foundation for family functioning and fosters feelings of happiness, gratification, and mutual satisfaction of
needs (Yavuz & Yikmis, 2022). However, the journey of marriage does not always unfold as intended.
Couples who frequently experience conflict and struggle to sustain their emotional relationships may lack the
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necessary skills and resources to maintain these bonds, resulting in marital incompatibility (Weibe &
Johnson, 2017). Research indicates that marital incompatibility can undermine emotional safety in the
relationship, leading to a decline in love and commitment between partners (Yavuz & Yikmis, 2022).

Emotional safety refers to a state of feeling stable and confident, supported by healthy relationships as well as
safe and positive communication. In a marital relationship, emotional safety allows the spouses to express their
true selves without fear of judgment or rejection and to deal with life's challenges and changes (Catherall,
2022). Conversely, the lack of emotional safety can lead to tension and instability in emotional relationships
and may increase the risk of anxiety, depression, and other mental health issues (Dehghani et al., 2021).

Various strategies have been explored to manage marital incompatibility and improve emotional safety
among spouses. One scientific, effective, and widely utilized intervention is the "Hold Me Tight" educational
program, which is based on emotionally-focused couple therapy (EFCT). Through connecting conversations,
this program activates emotional bonds between the spouses by working on the quality of their relationship,
ultimately improving and enriching the marital relationship (Kennedy et al., 2019). Empirical studies have
demonstrated clinical support for this educational program, highlighting its effectiveness in reducing
confusion, increasing positive changes, and improving marital satisfaction among couples experiencing
marital conflict (Kennedy et al., 2019; Morgis et al., 2019; Khan, 2018; Conradi et al., 2018).

Another critical factor that affects marital relationships is attachment behaviors, which reflect how couples
perceive their achievements in marriage. Attachment refers to the relatively stable emotional bond formed
between the infant and the mother, as the primary caregiver, or people with whom the infant regularly
interacts (Pandey & Choudhury, 2024). Attachment behaviors, conceptualized by Susan Johnson, the
founder of emotionally-focused couple therapy (EFCT), include responsiveness, engagement, and
accessibility, as vital and effective components in the relationship between spouses. Accessibility is defined
as the ability to reach one's partner during times of emotional need, while emotional responsiveness refers to
showing coordinated and appropriate emotional reactions when a partner expresses a need. Both behaviors
are essential for establishing secure attachment in the marital relationship (Seedall & Wampler, 2024).
Insecure attachment can negatively affect the quality of the marital relationship, leading to undesirable
changes and transformations in marital adjustment, increased anxiety, avoidance of intimacy, negative
relationship thoughts, incompatible behaviors, and disrupted family dynamics (Wright, 2020).

In light of these considerations, and given the significance of the Hold Me Tight educational program in
improving and enriching marital relationships as well as the necessity to fill the research gap in this area, the
present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on
emotionally-focused couple therapy in promoting emotional safety and attachment behaviors in incompatible
couples and to answer the following questions:

1. Is the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on emotionally-focused couple therapy effective in
enhancing the emotional safety of incompatible couples?

2. Is the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on emotionally-focused couple therapy effective in
improving the attachment behaviors of incompatible couples?

Methods
This study was conducted using a single-case experimental design of the non-concurrent multiple baseline type.

Population and sampling

The statistical population of the study included all incompatible couples who volunteered to attend
specialized family and marriage counseling centers in Bushehr, Iran during the winter and spring of 2023-
2022. Among them, three couples (three women and three men) were selected based on initial interviews,
taking into account the inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as their responses to the Revised Dyadic
Adjustment Scale (RDAS) on a purposive-voluntary basis.

Instruments

1. Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS): This 14-item self-report scale was developed by Bushy et al.
(1995) to evaluate marital quality (Hollist et al., 2005) across three subscales including agreement,
satisfaction, and cohesion, each with specific scoring criteria. The total scores from these three subscales
indicate the level of marital compatibility (Yoosefi, 2019).
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2. Intimate Safety Questionnaire-Revised (ISQ-R): This questionnaire was developed by Cordova et al.
(2005) to assess individuals’ comfort levels in response to their partners’ vulnerability across different contexts in
the couple’s relationship. It consists of 28 items scored on a 5-point Likert scale. The subscales include: 1.
Emotional safety, 2. Physical/sexual safety, 3. Safety in public, 4. Safety being yourself, and 5. Safety disagreeing.
Scores range from 0 to 112, with higher scores indicating greater emotional safety (Cordova et al., 2005).

3. Brief Accessibility, Responsiveness, and Engagement (BARE) Scale: This self-report scale was
developed by Sandberg et al. (2012) to measure attachment behaviors in marital relationships. It consists of 12
items and 6 subscales including accessibility (items 1 and 2), responsiveness (items 3 and 4), emotional
engagement (items 5 and 6), spouse accessibility (items 7 and 8), spouse responsiveness (items 9 and 10), and
spouse emotional engagement (items 11 and 12). The items are scored on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from
never (1) to always (5), with total scores ranging from 12 to 60. Higher scores indicate greater attachment
behaviors in the marital relationship (Rasouli et al., 2018). Sandberg et al. (2012) reported the reliability of this
tool using Cronbach's alpha, from 0.66 to 0.85. Rasouli et al. (2018) also assessed reliability and test-retest
coefficients, yielding Cronbach's alpha values of 0.86 and 0.9, respectively, indicating good reliability. Besides,
validity was confirmed through factor analysis, as acceptable (Rasouli et al., 2018). Ferdosi (2019) calculated
the validity of this questionnaire using Kendall's coefficient of concordance reporting a validity of 0.65 for all
items and an internal consistency (Cronbach's alpha) of 0.90, indicating desirable validity.

4. Hold Me Tight enrichment program: In this study, the Hold Me Tight enrichment program, based on
emotionally-focused couple therapy, was implemented with the experimental group over eight weekly
sessions, each lasting 90 minutes, as outlined below:

Table 1.
Summary of the Hold Me Tight enrichment program

Sessions Educational content of each session

Initial interviews and implementation of forms and pre-tests; explanation of the concepts of love,
1 attachment, and the seven A.R.E. conversations and their relationship with adult couple relationships.

Conversation 1: Description of negative interaction cycles and three types of demonic
2 conversations and how they occur.

Conversation 2: Identification of damaged points in couples and education about sensitive
3 points in individuals’ past experiences and how these affect the relationship.

Conversation 3: Revisiting a difficult moment according to the concepts of the first and second
4 dialogues (the cycle of negative interactions, demonic conversations, and sensitive points) and
discussing experiences that remained in the minds of the couples.

Conversation 4: Starting strong conversations (A.R.E) and teaching how to integrate previous
5 conversations to create a safe space for talking about sensitive unspoken topics (fears and needs).

Conversation 5: Teaching how to address past hurts that have not been repaired, after establishing
6 a safe space for discussion, along with guidance on successful acceptance and apology

Conversation 6: Teaching the relationship between secure attachment and healthy sexual
7 relationships, introducing couples to three types of sexual relationships, followed by private
conversations between the couple on relevant topics.

Conversation 7: Strategies for keeping love alive and ways to consolidate and strengthen this love,
8 along with lessons learned from the training course. Encouraging couples to adopt a new
communication perspective and create rituals that reinforce the foundation of their marital relationship.

Procedure

In the current study, data were analyzed using the reliable change index (RCI), visual drawing (analysis of graphic
diagrams), the conservative dual-criterion method proposed by Fisher et al. (2003; cited by Imani, 2012),
significant clinical improvement metrics, and Ingram's six indices of clinical efficiency (Ingram et al. 2000; cited
by Imani, 2012).

Results
The results presented in Table 2 show that the reliable change scores obtained for couples 1, 2, and 3 in the
post-intervention stage were 3.13, 1.85, and 4.67 respectively. In the follow-up stage, the corresponding values
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were 3.13, 2.85, and 5.88, respectively. Based on these scores and the Z value (Z = 1.96), the results for
Couples 1 and 3 were significant (P<0.05) during the intervention phase, while all couples showed significant
results (P<0.05) in the follow-up phase. The percentage of improvement in the post-intervention stage for the
three couples was 36.66%, 17.10%, and 62.67%, with an overall recovery of 38.81%. In the follow-up phase,
the corresponding values were 36.66%, 26.31%, and 78.94%, respectively, with an overall recovery of 47.30%.
According to Blanchard's classification (1989; cited by Rajabi et al., 2014), the effectiveness of the Hold Me
Tight enrichment training program based on EFCT on emotional safety in incompatible couples in the
intervention and follow-up stages is categorized as high recovery. Therefore, according to the obtained results,
it can be concluded that the Hold Me Tight training program for enriching spouses' relationships based on

EFCT is effective in enhancing emotional safety among incompatible couples.

Table 2.

The process of change in participants' emotional security scores at baseline, intervention, and follow-up

The Hold Me Tight program based on EFCT

Stages Couple 1 Couple 2 Couple 3
First baseline 59 75 50
Second baseline 61 77 54
Baseline Third baseline - 76 51
Fourth baseline - - 54
Mean baseline scores 60 76 52.25
Fourth session 79 82 81
Eighth session 85 96 89
. Mean intervention scores 82 89 85
Intervention Reliable change index 3.13 1.85 4.67
Recovery percentage after intervention 36.66 17.10 62.67
Overall recovery percentage after intervention 38.81
First-time follow-up 81 97 95
Second-time follow-up 83 95 92
Follow-up Mean follow-up scores 82 96 93.50
Reliable change index (follow-up) 3.13 2.85 5.88
Recovery percentage after follow-up 36.66 26.31 78.94
Overall recovery percentage after follow-up 47.30

Table 3.

The process of change in participants' attachment behaviors scores at baseline, intervention, and follow-up

The Hold Me Tight program based on EFCT

Stages
Couple 1 Couple 2 Couple 3
First baseline 38 44 42
Second baseline 40 45 43
Baseline  Third baseline - 45 42
Fourth baseline - - 40
Mean baseline scores 39 44.66 41.75
Fourth session 53 53 51
Eighth session 57 57 55
. Mean intervention scores 55 55 53
Intervention Reliable change index (intervention) 3.20 2.06 2.25
Recovery percentage after intervention 41.02 23.15 23.94
Overall recovery percentage after intervention 30.37
First-time follow-up 55 58 57
Second-time follow-up 57 58 56
Follow-up Mez_in follow-up scores 56 58 56.50
Reliable change index (follow-up) 3.40 2.66 2.95
Recovery percentage after follow-up 43.58 29.87 35.32
Overall recovery percentage after follow-up 36.25
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Discussion
First research hypothesis: The Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on EFCT enhances emotional safety
in incompatible couples.

The findings from the present study revealed that the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on EFCT
improved emotional safety in incompatible couples, and the first research hypothesis was confirmed. This
outcome can be attributed to the strategies used in the enrichment training program, which facilitate the creation of
emotional safety in couples by enabling them to recognize and manage their emotional responses and
communication patterns.

One of the techniques focused on in this program is the recognition and identification of demonic conversations
(conversation 1). This technique describes the types of patterns that couples get caught up in during conflict, using
concrete terms to help them identify their negative communication patterns in the relationship and remember
those patterns. The aforementioned technique allows couples to gain insight into their attachment needs and the
underlying factors contributing to negative interaction cycles in their relationship. They also learn to understand
their primary emotions as well as the secondary reactive emotions that emerge during turmoil, resulting in
enhanced emotional safety in couples (Wiebe et al., 2023). Furthermore, couples’ understanding of negative
interaction cycles enables them to accept responsibility for their actions and roles in this interaction cycle,
fostering greater commitment to the other party and the creation of secure bonds and emotional safety (Williams,
2023). In this regard, Shahbazi et al. (2022) found that the Hold Me Tight training program helps couples
understand and manage negative interaction cycles and effectively replace them with positive ones. This process
involves uncovering, experiencing, and reprocessing underlying emotional responses, which in turn promotes new
interactions and solutions to longstanding issues and problems, and allows couples to re-experience certain
aspects of their relationship with higher degrees of effectiveness. In other words, this program encourages couples
to view their own and their spouses' behaviors through the lens of attachment.

Second research hypothesis: The Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on EFCT enhances attachment
behaviors in incompatible couples.

The findings of the present study also indicated that the Hold Me Tight enrichment program based on EFCT
improved attachment behaviors in incompatible couples, and the second research hypothesis was confirmed.

This improvement can be explained by the connection and interaction facilitated during the fourth conversation of
the program. In this safe conversational environment characterized by openness and responsiveness, couples
develop increased trust and create a secure emotional haven together. As a result, they experience more sympathy
and concern for one another which leads to enhanced attachment behaviors by reinforcing their romantic
connections and emotional solidarity (Wiebe et al., 2023). The hallmark of this conversation is the establishment
of interactions based on three characteristics: accessibility, responsiveness, and emotional engagement. This
conversation is pivotal as it allows couples to engage in meaningful dialogue when they feel secure and trust each
other, fostering a supportive environment for growth (Petzke et al., 2022). Furthermore, through these
conversations, couples learn to identify and articulate their fundamental needs, allowing them to express their
feelings with greater sensitivity and accuracy. This process enhances their empathy, trust, and responsiveness to
each other's expressed needs. Over time, couples share their hidden and deeper needs with their emotional partner
and openly express their fears and concerns, thereby achieving a higher level of responsiveness, accessibility, and
emotional engagement in their relationship (Powell & Wielick, 2024).

Conclusion

The Hold Me Tight enrichment program, derived from emotionally-focused couple therapy (EFCT), is based on
thirty years of research demonstrating its effectiveness for couples (Wong et al., 2018). Johnson (2022) posits that
emotional distance contributes more to couples' problems than conflicts do, leading to a greater need for relationship
enrichment training programs for couples that emphasize emotional connections. Accordingly, the Hold Me Tight
enrichment program was developed to foster robust relationships characterized by a greater sense of security
(Stavrianopoulos, 2015). This enrichment program empowers spouses to transform their relational experiences by
adopting new strategies to change their attachment styles, ultimately enhancing their emotional bonds and
safeguarding them from physical and emotional stagnation (Imhoff, 2019). Therefore, by participating in this
enrichment program, couples learn that a healthy marital relationship positively affects important aspects of their
personalities through the establishment of emotional safety and enhanced attachment behaviors, which are
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fundamental changes in adulthood. Besides, emotional safety and attachment behaviors are critical components that
contribute to a stronger and more positive sense of self, providing a foundation for flexibility in marital relationships
and reflecting the degree of emotional coordination between couples. Thus, nurturing this coordination, as a very
important aspect of adult attachment, fosters the formation and development of healthy and secure bonds between
couples (Wang, 2024).

This study was conducted with some limitations. The participants were selected through purposive sampling.
Besides, three baseline measurements were applied during the intervention process (sessions 1, 4, and 8). Given
these limitations, caution is advised when generalizing the findings to individual research contexts.

Based on the results obtained, the following recommendations are made:

1. Long-term follow-up periods (such as three and six months) should be conducted to ensure the stability and
continuity of the intervention effects.

2. Considering the effectiveness of the Hold Me Tight enrichment program on emotional safety and attachment
behaviors of incompatible couples, future studies should investigate other variables that may affect marital
relationships.

3. Specialized family and marriage counseling centers should pay special attention to the implementation of
this program in couple and group sessions to enhance emotional safety and attachment behaviors in
incompatible couples.

4. The results of this study should be presented to family counselors and psychologists who are
professionally engaged in couple therapy through a series of specialized scientific sessions to aid their
clinical and intervention practices.
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