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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of communication skills training on forgiveness, empathy,
and marital burnout in couples applying for divorce.

Methods and Materials: A semi-experimental pretest-posttest design with a control group was employed. The
sample included 30 couples from Tehran, randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental
group participated in ten 90-minute communication skills training sessions, while the control group was placed on
a waiting list. Data were collected at pretest, posttest, and two-month follow-up using standardized questionnaires
for forgiveness, empathy, and marital burnout. Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics and repeated
measures ANOVA.

Findings: Results indicated that communication skills training significantly increased forgiveness and empathy and
significantly reduced marital burnout in the experimental group (P<0.001). These effects persisted at the two-month
follow-up. Significant differences between the experimental and control groups over time were observed. Bonferroni
post-hoc tests showed significant changes from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-up, while differences
between posttest and follow-up were not significant, indicating the stability of intervention effects.

Conclusion: Communication skills training is an effective intervention to enhance forgiveness and empathy and
reduce marital burnout among couples applying for divorce, with effects maintained up to two months post-
intervention.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marital relationships form the foundation of family
systems and play a crucial role in the psychological,
emotional, and social well-being of individuals. The quality
of spousal interactions significantly impacts marital
satisfaction and stability, influencing both partners and,
indirectly, their children and the broader society. In recent
decades, rising rates of marital conflicts and divorce have
become major concerns for mental health professionals and
social institutions. Couples seeking divorce often exhibit
deficiencies in communication, reduced emotional
understanding, low empathy, heightened conflicts, and
increased marital burnout. Communication difficulties are
among the primary predictors of marital dissatisfaction, and
many marital incompatibilities stem from ineffective
communication patterns (Hosseini et al., 2024; Rahiman,
2024).

Communication skills encompass a set of cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral abilities that enable individuals to
express their thoughts, emotions, and needs effectively while
accurately interpreting the messages of their partners.
Effective communication fosters trust, intimacy, empathy,
and conflict resolution within the marital dyad. Conversely,
poor communication often leads to misunderstandings,
criticism, blame, emotional and the
of

demonstrates that communication quality is a strong

withdrawal,

intensification conflicts.  Research  consistently
predictor of marital satisfaction and family stability
(Alizadeh-Navaei et al., 2023; Rahiman, 2024).

Forgiveness is a critical psychological process influenced
by communication quality. In marital contexts, forgiveness
involves reducing negative emotions, resentment, and desire
for retaliation, while adopting more positive attitudes toward
a partner who has caused harm. Couples with higher levels
of forgiveness are better able to cope with conflicts, restore
maintain  emotional bonds.  Effective

trust, and

communication provides a platform for fostering forgiveness

YE-

reducing misunderstandings, enhancing mutual

by
understanding, and encouraging empathetic perspectives
(Pereira et al., 2022; Zandi et al., 2024). Prior studies have
also demonstrated that therapeutic interventions targeting
couple interactions can increase levels of forgiveness among
spouses (Bakhipour, 2025; Imanizad et al., 2022).
Forgiveness is not merely about overlooking a partner’s
mistakes; it involves cognitive reframing, regulation of
negative emotional reactions, and readiness to engage in
constructive interactions. Couples lacking communication
skills tend to accumulate unresolved conflicts, which reduce
their willingness and capacity to forgive. Training in
skills,
constructive feedback, and problem-solving, can facilitate

communication including  active listening,
forgiveness by helping partners reinterpret behaviors and
respond with less negativity. Empirical evidence supports
the mediating role of communication skills in enhancing
forgiveness and improving marital well-being (Bakhipour,
2025; Pereira et al., 2022).

Empathy is another crucial factor in marital functioning.
Defined as the capacity to understand and respond
appropriately to the emotions and experiences of another,
empathy fosters emotional closeness and relational
satisfaction. Research indicates that couples with higher
levels of empathy are better equipped to manage conflicts
and experience greater marital satisfaction (Nasrullahzadeh
Jamal, 2021; Nazemi et al., 2022). Recent studies have
the

communication skills and empathy,

focused on reciprocal  relationship  between
highlighting that
effective communication enhances the ability to perceive
and respond to a partner’s emotional state. Nasrullahzadeh
Jamal demonstrated that interventions improving couple
interactions  can enhance

significantly empathy

(Nasrullahzadeh Jamal, 2021), while Nazemi et al.
confirmed that communication skills are predictive of
empathy in divorce applicants (Nazemi et al., 2022).
Furthermore, Yahyapour and colleagues showed that

training programs based on communication mind-structures
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significantly improve empathy among couples (Yahyapour
et al., 2025).

Empathy and forgiveness are closely linked. Individuals
with  higher

empathy are more likely to forgive

transgressions and engage in constructive relational
behaviors. Multiple studies have confirmed a positive
correlation between empathy and forgiveness, both of which
are considered key factors in maintaining marital stability
(zandietal., 2024; Zarabian & mansry, 2023). Zarabian and
Mansry found that empathy and interpersonal forgiveness
function as interconnected constructs that enhance relational
outcomes (Zarabian & mansry, 2023).

Marital burnout represents a significant negative outcome
in distressed relationships. It encompasses emotional,
physical, and psychological exhaustion resulting from
chronic marital conflict and dissatisfaction. Marital burnout
is associated with feelings of hopelessness, reduced
intimacy, disengagement from the partner, and diminished
marital satisfaction. Couples experiencing burnout are more
likely to seek counseling and consider divorce (Hosseini et
al., 2024; Vaslehchi et al., 2024).

Research shows that ineffective communication and
maladaptive beliefs about marital interaction are strong
predictors of marital burnout. When couples cannot express
needs and emotions effectively, conflicts escalate and
persist, leading to increased emotional exhaustion and
reduced relational satisfaction. Hosseini et al. demonstrated
that

significantly predict marital burnout among couples seeking

marital conflicts and communication beliefs
divorce (Hosseini et al., 2024). Alizadeh-Navaei et al.
further highlighted that communication styles impact
burnout through the mediation of psychological flexibility
(Alizadeh-Navaei et al., 2023).

Given the centrality of communication in marital
functioning, interventions focusing on communication skills
have emerged as effective strategies to reduce relational
problems. Training in communication skills typically

includes active listening, constructive feedback, assertive

¥

expression, problem-solving, emotion management, and
conflict resolution, which collectively enhance marital
interaction quality. Evidence indicates that communication
skills training reduces marital burnout, increases intimacy,
and improves relational quality (Korahng Behshti &
Torkaman, 2023; Yousefi et al.,, 2024). Cross-cultural
research also supports the effectiveness of communication-
based interventions in improving interpersonal functioning
and emotional regulation (Yang & Kim, 2021).

Recent studies indicate that communication-focused

interventions can simultaneously influence multiple
relational components. For example, Payamani et al.
demonstrated that interventions targeting communication
patterns and emotion regulation improved marital intimacy
among women facing divorce (Payamani et al., 2024).
Similarly, cognitive-behavioral couple therapy has been
shown to modify maladaptive communication beliefs and
reduce marital burnout (Vaslehchi et al.,, 2024). The
cumulative evidence underscores the multifaceted impact of
communication skill training on key relational outcomes,
including empathy, forgiveness, and marital burnout.
Despite the growth of research in this area, prior studies
have often examined single or dual variables, with few
the of

communication skill training on forgiveness, empathy, and

investigations  assessing combined  effect
marital burnout in divorce-seeking couples. Moreover,
couples applying for divorce represent a particularly
vulnerable population, making the identification of effective
crucial.
skills

intervention for enhancing positive relational outcomes and

interventions Therefore, investigating

communication training as a comprehensive
reducing marital strain in this population is warranted.

The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of
communication skills training on forgiveness, empathy, and
marital burnout in couples applying for divorce.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a semi-experimental pretest-posttest
design with a control group. The sample consisted of 30

couples (60 participants) from Tehran who had applied for
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divorce and were recruited from family counseling centers.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling based
on inclusion criteria, including at least one year of marital
experience, willingness to participate, absence of severe
psychiatric disorders, and no simultaneous participation in
other psychological interventions. Participants were
randomly assigned to experimental (15 couples) and control
(15 couples) groups. The experimental group received 10
sessions of 90-minute communication skills training, while
the control group was placed on a waiting list. Data were
collected using standardized questionnaires for forgiveness,
empathy, and marital burnout at pretest, posttest, and two-
month follow-up. Data analysis was performed using SPSS
version 27, employing descriptive statistics, repeated
measures ANOVA, and Bonferroni post-hoc tests.

Findings

Demographic analysis indicated that the mean age of
participants in the experimental group was 38.12 + 6.41
years and 37.56 + 5.98 years in the control group. The mean
duration of marriage was 9.63 + 4.18 years in the
experimental group and 9.41 + 4.35 years in the control
group. Education levels were distributed as follows: 31.7%
high school diploma, 43.3% bachelor's degree, and 25%
master's degree or higher. No significant differences were
observed between groups in demographic variables,
confirming baseline equivalence.

Descriptive statistics showed substantial improvements
in the experimental group. Forgiveness increased from 72.53
+ 8.41 at pretest to 89.67 £+ 7.83 at posttest and remained
high at 88.91 + 8.04 during follow-up. Empathy improved
from 58.36 + 6.72 to 73.82 + 5.97 post-intervention and
remained at 73.11 + 6.14 at follow-up. Marital burnout
decreased from 67.42 £+ 7.15 pre-intervention to 48.19 + 6.43
post-intervention and 49.03 + 6.58 at follow-up. No notable
changes were observed in the control group.

Repeated measures ANOVA indicated significant main

effects of time and group and significant time x group

Y¥Y

interactions for all variables. For forgiveness, F-values were
48.91 (time), 39.27 (group), and 43.56 (interaction), all
P<0.001, with n? ranging 0.58-0.64. For empathy, F-values
were 45.32, 35.84, and 41.76, P<0.001, n*=0.56-0.62. For
marital burnout, F-values were 57.63, 42.58, and 52.44,
P<0.001, m>=0.60-0.69. Bonferroni

revealed significant differences between pretest and posttest

post-hoc analyses

and between pretest and follow-up for all variables in the
experimental group, while differences between posttest and
follow-up were not significant, indicating maintenance of
effects over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that communication skills training
significantly improves forgiveness and empathy and reduces
marital burnout in couples applying for divorce. The
increase in forgiveness can be attributed to enhanced ability
to interpret partner behaviors, manage negative emotions,
The

improvement in empathy reflects the training's effectiveness

and adopt constructive interaction patterns.

in fostering active listening, perspective-taking, and

emotional attunement, which collectively strengthen
relational understanding. The reduction in marital burnout
demonstrates that structured communication training can
alleviate emotional and psychological exhaustion resulting
from chronic relational conflicts.

The effects were maintained over the two-month follow-
up, suggesting that participants were able to apply learned
skills in daily interactions, supporting long-term relational
research

benefits. These outcomes align with prior

demonstrating the utility of communication-based

interventions in enhancing relational functioning, reducing
conflict, and promoting positive relational behaviors. The
results underscore the importance of targeting
communication patterns as a core mechanism for fostering
forgiveness, empathy, and relational resilience in couples at

risk of divorce.
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