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Abstract

This study aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of a communication mind-construct
analysis—based intervention package in improving emotion regulation and empathy
among lIranian couples. The study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with a control group. The statistical population included Iranian couples aged
25-50 who met the inclusion criteria. Twenty-four couples were selected through
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (12
couples each). Data were collected using the Gross and John Emotion Regulation
Questionnaire (2003) and the Jolliffe and Farrington Empathy Questionnaire (2006),
both validated in Iran. The experimental group participated in 8—12 structured
sessions of communication mind-construct analysis, while the control group received
no intervention. Data were analyzed using univariate analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA). ANCOVA results revealed significant post-intervention differences
between groups in emotionregulation (F=6.324, p=0.020) and empathy (F=10.532,
p=0.004). Posttest means in the experimental group increased significantly across
both variables, indicating that the intervention effectively enhanced participants’
emotional regulation skills and empathic capacities. The findings suggest that the
communication mind-construct analysis—based package effectively reconstructed
couples’ cognitive—emotional frameworks, improving their emotion regulation and
empathy. This culturally grounded model can serve as an effective approach for
promoting emotional health and relationship quality among Iranian couples.

Keywords: Communication mind-constructs, emotion regulation, empathy, couple
therapy, marital relationships
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships are among the most critical interpersonal bonds shaping psychological well-being, life
satisfaction, and social stability. Research in family psychology and emotional regulation highlights that the
quality of marital interaction depends not only on personality traits and communication styles but also on
deeper cognitive—emotional processes such as emotion regulation, empathy, and mentalization capacity
(Gorska, 2015; Matin et al., 2025). These capacities determine how individuals interpret, manage, and
respond to their own emotions and those of their partners. Couples with higher mentalization ability are more
capable of decoding emotional cues, expressing empathy, and resolving conflicts through understanding rather
than defensiveness (Luginbuehl & Schoebi, 2018).

According to relational schema theory, the mental representations individuals hold about themselves and their
partners significantly affect how they interpret and react to relational events (Baldwin, 1992; Murray &
Holmes, 1999). These “relational mind-constructs” form the cognitive foundation upon which emotional
reactions and interactional patterns are built. Dysfunctional mind-constructs, such as rigid beliefs about
control, idealization, oremotional suppression, can lead to maladaptive communication and chronic emotional
distance. Therefore, therapeutic interventions targeting the reconstruction of these cognitive structures are
essential for improving marital satisfaction and emotional connection (Amini etal., 2024; Matin et al., 2025).
Emotion regulation has been identified as a central factor in marital stability, determining how couples manage
conflict and maintain emotional closeness. Studies have shown that adaptive strategies such as cognitive
reappraisal, acceptance, and open communication predict higher satisfaction and resilience in relationships,
whereas maladaptive strategies like emotional suppression or avoidance correlate with dissatisfaction and
withdrawal (Bloch, 2011; Saffari et al., 2024). Similarly, empathy serves as the emotional bridge that allows
partners to perceive and validate one another’s internal experiences, promoting intimacy and reducing hostility
(Carasso & Dikla, 2024; Mirbagheri et al., 2025).

Cultural factors further moderate these dynamics. In collectivist societies such as Iran, where marriage is not
only a personal union but also a social institution grounded in shared moral and cultural values, relational
expectations are shaped by the norms of family cohesion, respect, and interdependence (Bahadari Moghadam,
2023; Parsa Najad, 2024). Studies emphasize that marital satisfaction in Iranian couples depends strongly on
cultural consonance, mutual understanding, and the capacity to integrate traditional values with contemporary
emotional needs (Grau et al.,, 2025; Rastgoftar & Khodadadi, 2024). Therefore, culturally tailored
interventions are required to address these multilayered psychological and social constructs in marital
functioning.

Building upon this theoretical and empirical background, the present study aimed to develop and evaluate the
effectiveness of a communication mind-construct analysis—based intervention package designed to enhance
emotion regulation and empathy among lIranian couples. The intervention was grounded in cognitive—
emotional reconstruction, focusing on identifying and modifying underlying relational schemas, beliefs, and
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emotional response patterns. By integrating the principles of mentalization, emotion regulation theory, and
cultural contextualization, the study sought to determine whether restructuring maladaptive mind-constructs
could improve couples’ emotional and interpersonal functioning (Babaei et al., 2023; Obodiat et al., 2025).
Methods and Materials

The study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest control groups. The statistical
population consisted of Iranian married couples aged 25 to 50 who met the inclusion criteria of stable marital
status, absence of severe psychiatric disorders, and willingness to participate. From this population, 24 couples
were selected using purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (12 couples
in each).

Measurement tools included the Gross and John Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (2003), a 10-item scale
assessing cognitive reappraisal and emotional suppression, and the Jolliffe and Farrington Empathy
Questionnaire (2006), a 20-item scale measuring cognitive and emotional empathy. Both instruments had
previously demonstrated acceptable psychometric properties in Iranian samples.

Following pretesting, the experimental group participated in 8 to 12 structured intervention sessions based on
the Communication Mind-Construct Analysis Model. The program emphasized identifying cognitive biases,
exploring relational schemas, and reconstructing emotional narratives through reflective dialogue and guided
emotional awareness exercises. The control group received no intervention during the study period. After
completion, both groups were post-tested using the same instruments.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation) and inferential methods, particularly
one-way analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), to compare posttest scores while controlling for pretest effects.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated a noticeable improvement in both emotion regulation and empathy in the
experimental group compared to the control group. The mean emotion regulation score for the experimental
group increased from 34.14 (SD = 6.32) in the pretest to 38.50 (SD = 6.64) in the posttest, while the control
group showed only a slight rise from 33.02 (SD =5.73) to 35.35 (SD = 5.75). Similarly, the mean empathy
score for the experimental group rose from 46.18 (SD =7.78) to 49.33 (SD = 7.60), whereas the control group’s
mean increased minimally from 43.97 (SD =6.79) to 44.83 (SD = 6.48).

Results from ANCOVA confirmed these improvements were statistically significant. For emotion regulation,
the F-value was 6.324 (p = 0.020), and for empathy, the F-value was 10.532 (p = 0.004), indicating that after
controlling for pretest effects, the intervention had a significant impact on both variables. These results support
the hypothesis that the mind-construct analysis—based intervention effectively enhanced emotion regulation
and empathy among participating couples.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings demonstrated that participation in the communication mind-construct analysis
intervention led to significant improvements in emotion regulation and empathy among Iranian couples. This
suggests that reconstructing cognitive and emotional representations of relationships can enhance partners’
understanding of one another’s internal states and promote more adaptive emotional responses. These findings
align with prior research emphasizing that emotion regulation and mentalization processes are key predictors
of marital satisfaction (Kim & Woo, 2025; Matin et al., 2025; Obodiat et al., 2025).

In line with (Luginbuehl & Schoebi, 2018) and (Bloch, 2011), the results suggest that emotion regulation is
not only an intrapersonal skill but also an interpersonal mechanism that directly influences relational dynamics.
Couples who learned to reinterpret stressful situations and express emotions constructively reported improved
communication and reduced emotional volatility. This reflects the transformative power of cognitive
reappraisal and mindful awareness in facilitating relational resilience.
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The observed enhancement in empathy supports the notion that emotional attunement is a trainable
competency that can be fostered through guided reflection and relational feedback. As (Carasso & Dikla,
2024) and (Mirbagheri et al., 2025) emphasize, empathy acts as a moderator between marital strain and
emotional intimacy. In this study, participants learned to interpret their partners’ behaviors in light of internal
emotions rather than surface reactions, thereby strengthening compassion and emotional validation.

The results also correspond with the Vulnerability—Stress—Adaptation Model proposed by (Grau et al., 2025),
which posits that adaptive processes such as emotional regulation and empathy mediate the relationship
between personal vulnerabilities and marital satisfaction. By helping couples recognize and reconstruct
maladaptive schemas, the intervention enhanced their adaptive capacities in managing stress and sustaining
intimacy. Similarly, (Babaei et al., 2023) and (Amini et al., 2024) highlighted that relational beliefs and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies serve as mediators linking individual traits with marital satisfaction, a
mechanism mirrored in the present study’s outcomes.

The findings also resonate with (Rastgoftar & Khodadadi, 2024) and (Sabournajad et al., 2023), who found
that marital adjustment among Iranian couples depends on emotional understanding, communicative
competence, and shared values. The improvement in both empathy and regulation observed here may be
attributed to the intervention’s emphasis on cultural coherence—integrating core Iranian values of mutual
respect, cooperation, and spiritual harmony. As (Bahadari Moghadam, 2023) and (Parsa Najad, 2024)
observed, culturally sensitive programs that balance traditional moral frameworks with contemporary
emotional needs yield more sustainable relationship outcomes.

The theoretical coherence of the findings with relational schema theory (Baldwin, 1992; Murray & Holmes,
1999) further strengthens the interpretation that cognitive reconceptualization of one’s partner and relationship
enhances emotional regulation and empathy. By reinterpreting cognitive biases and developing more flexible
internal models, participants achieved greater emotional balance and mutual attunement. This process
represents an essential shift from reactive to reflective relational functioning—a key mechanism in
mentalization-based interventions (Gorska, 2015; Matin et al., 2025).

Overall, the intervention’s success indicates that working through couples’ mind-constructs is a viable and
effective approach to improving emotional dynamics in marriage. It not only facilitated the reduction of
maladaptive patterns such as emotional withdrawal or escalation but also promoted a culture of dialogue and
empathy-based understanding within intimate partnerships.
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