Quarterly of Experimental and Cognitive Psychology, Volume 1, Issue 1

The Effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral Therapy on Improving
Relationship Quality and Increasing Marital Empathy in Couples

with Marital Conflict

1. Ahmad Estebsari

: Master's Degree, Department of Counseling, Tonekabon Branch, Islamic Azad University,

Tonekabon, Iran

2. Shahnam Abolghasemi®*: Associate Professor, Department of Psychology, Tonekabon Branch, Islamic Azad

University, Tonekabon, Iran

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: dr.shahnam_abolghasemi@yahoo.com

B g5 o284,

el of gt ad Gogiitas Peyalelogy

Received: 13 April 2024
Revised: 25 April 2024

Accepted: 11 June 2024
Published: 17 June 2024

8‘.‘:”:&‘,?&
Copyright: © 2024 by the authors.
Published and

under the terms

conditions of Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommerecial 4.0

International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy
on improving relationship quality and increasing marital empathy in couples with marital conflict.

Methodology: This experimental study used a pretest-posttest design with a control group and a
five-month follow-up. The statistical population included couples with marital conflict residing in
Tehran who had sought help from counseling centers. A purposive sampling method was used to
select 30 couples (60 individuals) who met the inclusion criteria. They were randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups (15 couples each). The experimental group received ten 60-minute
sessions of cognitive behavioral therapy, while the control group received no intervention.
Instruments included the Dyadic Adjustment Scale and the Marital Empathy Scale by Frey,
Discalzo, and Hubbard. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-

hoc tests via SPSS version 27.

Findings: The results revealed that cognitive behavioral therapy significantly improved relationship
quality and increased marital empathy in the experimental group compared to the control group (p
= 0.000). Moreover, these improvements were maintained at the five-month follow-up, and no
significant difference was observed between the posttest and follow-up stages, indicating the

stability of the intervention's effects.

Conclusion: Cognitive behavioral therapy can be considered an effective approach for enhancing
relationship dynamics and empathy in couples with marital conflicts, with stable outcomes over
time.

Keywords: Cognitive behavioral therapy, marital conflict, relationship quality, marital empathy,

intervention effectiveness.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Marital relationships form the emotional and functional
backbone of the family structure, significantly impacting
individuals’ psychological well-being and life satisfaction.
A healthy marital relationship is closely tied to effective
emotional

mutual and

between

communication, empathy,

connectedness partners  (Alimohammadi &
Aghajani, 2021). However, in recent decades, a notable rise
in marital conflicts and emotional disconnection has been
observed, especially among couples residing in urban
centers such as Tehran. These unresolved conflicts often
lead to emotional divorce and, in many cases, legal
separation (Abedi et al., 2024). Researchers emphasize that
when couples fail to communicate effectively and lose the
ability to empathize with one another, the marital bond
begins to deteriorate, giving way to emotional withdrawal
and mutual dissatisfaction (Pouladi et al., 2022; Tran et al,,
2022).

Marital empathy—defined as the capacity to understand
and emotionally resonate with a partner’s internal
experiences—is a vital element for sustaining relational
intimacy and reducing conflict intensity (Tran et al., 2022).
Low levels of empathy have been consistently associated
with poor conflict resolution skills and decreased
relationship satisfaction (Shayan et al., 2018). Similarly,
communication quality, which encompasses constructive
verbal exchange, active listening, and mutual understanding,
is another cornerstone of successful marriages (Niazi et al.,
2019). Couples lacking these attributes are more likely to
experience recurring arguments and relational fatigue,
culminating in long-term dissatisfaction.

In light of these challenges, the application of evidence-
based therapeutic approaches has garnered attention. Among
them, cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) stands out due to
its structured, problem-focused, and time-limited nature.
Initially designed for individual psychopathology, CBT has

been successfully adapted for couples therapy, aiming to
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identify maladaptive thoughts, improve emotional
regulation, and restructure negative interaction patterns
(Forouzani et al., 2024; Ghasemi et al., 2022). Numerous
studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of CBT in
enhancing marital commitment, intimacy, and overall
relationship quality (Borhani Kakhki, 2021; Hossein
Ghorban & Abbaspour, 2019; Younesi et al., 2024).
Additionally, the approach shows promising results in
increasing empathy between partners by enabling them to
reflect more accurately on each other’s feelings and
perspectives (Javidan, 2022; Tran et al., 2022).

Given these findings and the increasing need for
culturally relevant interventions in Iran, the current study
aimed to assess the effectiveness of CBT on improving
relationship quality and enhancing marital empathy in
couples with identified marital conflicts. This investigation
sought to provide empirical evidence on the utility of CBT
in addressing core relational issues and promoting long-term
relational stability.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an experimental pretest-posttest
design with a control group and a five-month follow-up. The
statistical population consisted of couples living in Tehran
who had reported marital conflicts and sought help from
counseling centers. Using purposive sampling, 30 couples
(60 individuals) who met the inclusion criteria were selected
and randomly assigned to either the experimental group or
the control group, with 15 couples in each.

Participants in the experimental group attended ten
structured 60-minute CBT sessions based on a protocol
targeting maladaptive cognitive patterns, emotional
regulation strategies, and communication skill-building. The
control group received no therapeutic intervention during the
same period.

Data were collected using two standardized instruments:
the Dyadic Adjustment Scale to assess relationship quality
and the Marital Empathy Scale developed by Frey, Discalzo,
and Hubbard. These tools were administered at three time

points—pretest, posttest, and five-month follow-up.
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Data analysis was conducted using repeated measures
analysis of variance (ANOVA) to compare within-group and
between-group changes over time. The Bonferroni post-hoc
test was employed to examine specific differences between
the assessment stages. Statistical analyses were performed
using SPSS version 27.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed a significant increase in
both relationship quality and marital empathy scores in the
experimental group over time. The mean score for
relationship quality in the experimental group rose from
93.42 (SD = 8.65) at pretest to 108.76 (SD = 7.41) at posttest
and slightly decreased to 107.38 (SD = 6.95) at follow-up.
The control group, in contrast, showed minimal changes
across the three stages.

Similarly, marital empathy scores in the experimental
group increased from a pretest mean of 59.27 (SD =5.84) to
68.45 (SD = 5.23) at posttest, and then slightly declined to
67.36 (SD = 4.91) at follow-up. In the control group, scores
remained relatively stable across all stages.

The repeated measures ANOVA showed significant time
and interaction effects for both variables. For relationship
quality, the time effect was F(2, 84) = 23.14, p < .001, with
an effect size of 2 = 0.45, and the time x group interaction
was F(2, 84) = 19.07, p < .001, n? = 0.39. For marital
empathy, the time effect was F(2, 84) = 18.62, p <.001, n?>=
0.41, and the interaction effect was F(2, 84) = 15.24, p <
.001, n*=0.36.

Bonferroni post-hoc analysis indicated significant
differences between the pretest and both posttest and follow-
up scores for both variables in the experimental group (p <
.001). However, no significant difference was found
between posttest and follow-up stages, indicating that the

effects of the intervention were sustained over time.

AA

Discussion and Conclusion
The results of this study confirm that cognitive behavioral
therapy is an effective method for enhancing both
relationship quality and marital empathy in couples
The

observed in the experimental group, sustained over the five-

experiencing conflict. significant improvement
month follow-up period, demonstrates the robustness and
durability of the intervention’s effects. These findings
underscore the value of CBT in targeting the cognitive and
emotional mechanisms that often underlie communication
breakdown and loss of empathy in intimate relationships.

Through its structured techniques such as cognitive
restructuring, emotion regulation training, and interpersonal
skill-building, CBT provided the participating couples with
tools to reframe negative perceptions of each other, express
their emotions more constructively, and develop greater
understanding and empathy. The improvements observed in
relationship quality reflect enhanced cooperation, reduced
conflict, and increased satisfaction. The rise in marital
empathy suggests that the couples became more attuned to
each other's emotional experiences, which likely contributed
to deeper relational bonding and conflict resolution.

Furthermore, the results support the integration of CBT-
based interventions into couple therapy services in
counseling centers, especially in urban areas where marital
stress is often compounded by external socio-economic
pressures. By focusing not only on reducing conflict but also
on building positive interactional patterns, CBT offers a
comprehensive and practical framework for improving
marital functioning.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of
literature on the effectiveness of CBT in marital therapy and
highlights its applicability in diverse cultural contexts. The
sustained effects of the intervention affirm its relevance for
long-term relational health, making it a valuable tool for

therapists working with distressed couples.
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