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Abstract

This study aimed to develop a mentalization-based relationship enrichment
package and to examine its effectiveness on anxiety sensitivity and
intolerance of uncertainty in infertile couples. The study employed an
exploratory sequential mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, in-
depth interviews with infertile couples and couple-therapy experts, along with
a review of scientific texts, were analyzed using thematic analysis to develop
a ten-session intervention package, whose content validity was confirmed
using CVR and CVI indices. In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental
pretest—posttest design with a control group and follow-up was conducted on
24 infertile couples who were purposively selected and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. Anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of
uncertainty questionnaires were administered. Repeated-measures ANOVA
revealed significant main effects of time and group, as well as significant
time-by-group interaction effects for both anxiety sensitivity and intolerance
of uncertainty (p<0.001). Bonferroni post-hoc tests indicated significant
reductions from pretest to posttest with sustained effects at follow-up in the
experimental group, whereas no significant changes were observed in the
control group. The mentalization-based relationship enrichment package is an
effective and stable intervention for reducing anxiety sensitivity and
intolerance of uncertainty among infertile couples.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Infertility is increasingly conceptualized as a complex and enduring life stressor that extends well beyond
biological impairment and deeply affects psychological well-being, emotional stability, and marital
functioning. Formany couples, infertility disrupts core assumptions about family formation, continuity, gender
identity, and marital meaning, often resulting in heightened distress, relational strain, and chronic uncertainty.
Empirical research has consistently shown that infertile couples experience elevated anxiety, depressive
symptoms, emotional withdrawal, and reduced marital satisfaction, particularly when infertility persists or
medical treatments are prolonged and inconclusive (Montazer & Razavi Nematollahi, 2024; Tahmasbi,
2020). These difficulties are not confined to individual partners but unfold within the relational system,
shaping communication patterns, emotional attunement, and dyadic coping processes.

Among the psychological variables most relevant to infertility-related distress are anxiety sensitivity and
intolerance of uncertainty. Anxiety sensitivity reflects the tendency to fear anxiety-related sensations due to
beliefs about their harmful physical, psychological, or social consequences. This construct plays a significant
role in emotional dysregulation and is especially salient in intimate relationships, where bodily sensations,
vulnerability, and fear of rejection are prominent (Byers et al., 2023; Khosravi et al., 2022). Infertility-related
medical procedures, ambiguous outcomes, and repeated cycles of hope and disappointment may amplify
anxiety sensitivity, leading individuals to interpret normal stress reactions as threatening and to engage in
avoidance or emotional distancing.

Closely linked to anxiety sensitivity is intolerance of uncertainty, defined as a dispositional inability to tolerate
the distress evoked by ambiguity and unpredictability. Infertility is inherently characterized by prolonged
uncertainty regarding treatment success, financial burden, timing, and the long-term future of the relationship.
High intolerance of uncertainty has been associated with heightened anxiety, impaired emotion regulation,
rigid control strategies, and relational aggression, all of which undermine marital adjustment (Moradi & Jafari,
2022; Ramzy, 2023). These dynamics suggest that addressing intolerance of uncertainty is essential for
supporting infertile couples’ psychological and relational resilience.

Contemporary relational and psychodynamic frameworks emphasize that infertility-related distress cannot be
effectively addressed through symptom-focused or individually oriented interventions alone. Instead,
infertility unfolds within a dyadic context in which partners continuously interpret, regulate, and respond to
each other’s emotional states. In this regard, mentalization has emerged as a key capacity underlying emotional
regulation, relational security, and marital satisfaction. Mentalization refers to the ability to understand one’s
own and others’ behaviors in terms of underlying mental states such as thoughts, feelings, intentions, and
desires. Impairments in mentalization are associated with rigid emotional reactions, misinterpretations of a
partner’s behavior, escalation of conflict, and diminished empathy (DiMaggio, 2020; Nyberg & Hertzman,
2018).

A growing body of research supports the relevance of mentalization for couple relationships, showing that
higher mentalizing capacity is linked to better emotion regulation, healthier attachment dynamics, and greater
marital satisfaction (DiMaggio, 2020; Kim & Woo, 2025). However, chronic stressors such as infertility may
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temporarily or persistently disrupt mentalization, particularly under conditions of intense emotional arousal
and culturally embedded expectations regarding parenthood and gender roles (MacIntosh et al., 2019; Swisa
et al., 2023). Mentalization-based interventions have therefore been proposed as a promising approach for
couples facing significant relational stress, as they emphasize reflective functioning, curiosity about the
partner’s inner world, and emotion regulation through mutual understanding rather than defensive reactivity
(MacIntosh et al., 2019; Nyberg & Hertzman, 2018).

Despite growing interest in mentalization-based couple therapy, there remains a lack of structured, culturally
sensitive, and empirically validated relationship enrichment packages specifically designed for infertile
couples. Existing studies have largely focused on individual women, general marital distress, or outcomes such
as satisfaction and intimacy, with limited attention to anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty as key
mechanisms of distress (Ashrafi et al., 2022; Bakhtiarzadeh et al., 2023). Addressing this gap requires an
integrative approach that combines qualitative exploration of infertile couples’ lived experiences with
quantitative evaluation of intervention effectiveness. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop a
mentalization-based relationship enrichment package and to examine its effectiveness on anxiety sensitivity
and intolerance of uncertainty in infertile couples.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed-methods exploratory sequential design consisting of a qualitative phase followed
by a quantitative quasi-experimental phase. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through in-depth
interviews with infertile couples, interviews with experts in couple therapy and infertility counseling, and
systematic review of relevant scientific texts and intervention manuals. Purposive sampling was used, and data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic
and content analysis procedures, including open, axial, and selective coding, to extract core concepts and
relational processes relevant to infertility and mentalization. Based on these findings, a structured
mentalization-based relationship enrichment package consisting of ten sessions was developed and refined
through expert review. Content validity was assessed using the Content Validity Ratio and Content Validity
Index.

In the quantitative phase, a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with a control group and follow-up
assessment was used. The statistical population comprised infertile couples attending infertility clinics and
specialized reproductive health centers in Ahvaz, Iran. Participants were selected through purposive sampling
based on inclusion and exclusion criteria and were randomly assigned to an experimental group or a control
group. The experimental group received the mentalization-based relationship enrichment intervention, while
the control group received no psychological intervention during the study period. Outcome measures included
standardized self-report questionnaires assessing anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty. Data were
analyzed using descriptive statistics and repeated-measures analysis of variance to examine changes across
pretest, posttest, and follow-up measurements between groups. Bonferroni post-hoc tests were conducted to
clarify significant time effects.

Findings

Qualitative analysis yielded a comprehensive conceptual model of infertility-related distress, identifying causal
conditions, central relational phenomena, contextual factors, intervening conditions, coping strategies, and
outcomes. Infertility emerged as a multidimensional stressor affecting couples at psychosocial, physical,
cultural, and relational levels. Core themes included chronic anxiety, fear of relational loss, bodily changes,
social stigma, impaired joint decision-making, emotional instability, and reduced intimacy. Adaptive coping
strategies grounded in mentalization and empathy were associated with improved relational quality, whereas
maladaptive strategies such as denial, blame, and emotional avoidance intensified distress.
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Quantitative findings indicated that participants in the experimental group showed significant reductions in
anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty from pretest to posttest, with these improvements maintained
at follow-up. In contrast, the control group exhibited no meaningful changes across measurement points.
Repeated-measures analyses revealed significant main effects of time and group, as well as significant time-
by-group interaction effects for both variables, indicating that the pattern of change over time differed
substantially between groups. Large effect sizes suggested that the intervention accounted for a substantial
proportion of variance in reductions of anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty. Bonferroni post-hoc
comparisons confirmed that improvements occurred primarily between pretest and posttest and were sustained
at follow-up, with no significant decline over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that a mentalization-based relationship enrichment intervention can
effectively reduce anxiety sensitivity and intolerance of uncertainty in infertile couples. By targeting reflective
functioning, emotional awareness, and perspective-taking within the dyad, the intervention facilitated more
flexible interpretations of anxiety-related sensations and reduced the perceived threat of uncertainty. The
maintenance of treatment effects at follow-up suggests that the intervention fostered enduring changes in
relational functioning rather than transient symptom relief.

The integration of qualitative and quantitative findings underscores the importance of addressing infertility -
related distress within its relational and cultural context. Enhancing mentalization appears to strengthen
couples’ capacity to regulate emotions, tolerate ambiguity, and maintain relational connection under chronic
stress. These results highlight the wvalue of enrichment-oriented, dyadic interventions that focus on
strengthening relational capacities rather than solely reducing individual symptoms.

In conclusion, the present study contributes to the literature by providing a theoretically grounded, empirically
supported, and culturally informed mentalization-based relationship enrichment package for infertile couples.
The findings suggest that such interventions hold promise for improving psychological well-being and
relational resilience in couples facing the enduring challenges of infertility.
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