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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of an indigenous
marital life enrichment educational package based on the lived experiences of
successful couples with compassion-focused couple therapy on family
cohesion among couples. This study employed a quasi-experimental design
with pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up assessments alongside a
control group. The statistical population included all couples referring to
counseling centers in Shahrekord during 2023. A total of 45 couples were
selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned into three groups
of 15 couples, including the indigenous marital enrichment group, the
compassion-focused couple therapy group, and the control group. Data were
collected using Olson’s Family Cohesion Scale. The indigenous marital
enrichment intervention was conducted in 9 sessions, while the compassion-
focused couple therapy intervention was administered in 8 sessions. The
control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated
measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests in SPSS-26. The
results of repeated measures ANOVA indicated that the effect of time on
family cohesion was significant (F=159.897, P=0.001, n?>=0.737). Moreover,
the interaction effect of time and group was statistically significant
(F=37.276, P=0.001, n?>=0.567). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed
that both intervention groups showed significantly higher family cohesion
scores compared to the control group at posttest and follow-up stages
(P=0.001). However, no significant difference was found between the two
intervention groups (P=0.543). The findings also demonstrated the stability
of treatment effects during the follow-up stage. The findings demonstrated
that both the lived experience-based marital enrichment program and
compassion-focused couple therapy were effective in improving family
cohesion among couples. These interventions can therefore be considered
practical and effective approaches for enhancing family relationships and
reducing marital difficulties.
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Family cohesion is considered one of the central dimensions of healthy family functioning and reflects the
emotional bonding, mutual support, adaptability, and sense of belonging among family members. Strong
family cohesion is associated with marital stability, psychological well-being, emotional security, and better
interpersonal functioning, whereas low cohesion is linked with marital conflicts, emotional distancing, stress,
and family instability. Contemporary social, economic, and cultural pressures have increasingly affected
marital relationships and have highlighted the importance of effective interventions aimed at strengthening
family systems and promoting healthy couple interactions (Derakhshan et al., 2023; Shams Yousefi et al.,
2023). In this context, identifying therapeutic and educational approaches capable of improving family
cohesion has become an important concern in family psychology and counseling.

Successful marriage is a multidimensional construct that includes emotional intimacy, empathy, commitment,
communication skills, mutual understanding, flexibility, and cooperative problem-solving. Research on
successful couples has shown that emotionally supportive and communicative relationships contribute
significantly to marital continuity and family stability (Samari Safa et al., 2023; Zaheri et al., 2021). Zaheri
et al. emphasized that successful Iranian couples typically demonstrate strong emotional support, respect,
shared values, and collaborative interaction patterns (Zaheri et al., 2021). Similarly, Samari Safa et al.
identified constructive communication, emotional understanding, and adaptive coping strategies as central
elements in successful remarriages and stable marital relationships (Samari Safa et al., 2023). Furthermore,
qualitative studies have indicated that successful marriages are deeply influenced by cultural and contextual
factors, suggesting that culturally adapted interventions may be more effective than generalized models
(Shirdel et al., 2022).

Educational programs designed to enrich marital life aim to improve communication, emotional intimacy,
conflict management, and mutual understanding between couples. Studies have demonstrated the effectiveness
of such interventions in enhancing marital satisfaction and relational quality. Khanbani et al. reported that
successful marriage education positively affected the type of choice and relational functioning among young
couples (Khanbani et al., 2022). Asefi also found that communication patterns and self-efficacy significantly
predicted successful marriage among married individuals (Asefi, 2023). These findings suggest that
educational approaches based on the lived experiences of successful couples may offer practical and culturally
meaningful strategies for strengthening family relationships and promoting cohesion.

Alongside educational interventions, compassion-focused therapies have received increasing attention in
family and couple counseling. Compassion-focused therapy emphasizes kindness toward oneself and others,
emotional acceptance, empathy, and reduction of self-criticism. According to compassion-based theories,
individuals with higher self-compassion tend to regulate emotions more effectively and maintain healthier
interpersonal relationships. Muris et al. found that low self-compassion is strongly associated with anxiety and
depressive symptoms in young individuals (Muris et al., 2024). Similarly, research has demonstrated positive
relationships between self-compassion, marital adjustment, and emotional well-being (Alizadeh et al., 2024;
Sierra-Swiech, 2023). Alizadeh et al. reported that self-compassion significantly predicted marital adjustment
among married individuals (Alizadeh et al., 2024), while Sierra-Swiech identified compassion and self-
compassion as influential predictors of marital satisfaction (Sierra-Swiech, 2023).

Compassion-focused interventions have also shown effectiveness in reducing marital conflicts and improving
emotional functioning. Yadolahi et al. demonstrated that group counseling based on compassion significantly
improved emotion regulation and marital relationship quality among infertile women (Yadolahi et al., 2025).
Rouhani Otaghsara et al. found that compassion therapy reduced marital conflict and enhanced differentiation
among women affected by marital infidelity (Rouhani Otaghsara et al., 2025). Mardani and Tabaghdehi also
reported that compassion-focused therapy improved sexual self-efficacy and reduced negative meta-emotions
in women affected by extramarital relationships (Mardani & Tabaghdehi, 2025). In addition, studies have
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highlighted the mediating role of self-compassion in family and marital functioning. Moradi Davijani et al.
found that self-compassion mediated the relationship between early maladaptive schemas and marital conflict
(Moradi Davijani et al., 2024). Seyyedjafari et al. also demonstrated that psychological flexibility and
religious orientation affected marital satisfaction through self-compassion (Seyyedjafari et al., 2025).
Likewise, Song et al. showed that self-compassion mediated the relationship between marital satisfaction and
coparenting quality (Song et al., 2025).

Despite the growing literature on marital enrichment and compassion-focused interventions, comparative
studies examining the effectiveness of indigenous marital enrichment programs based on the lived experiences
of successful couples versus compassion-focused couple therapy on family cohesion remain limited.
Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of an indigenous marital life enrichment
educational package based on the lived experiences of successful couples with compassion-focused couple
therapy on family cohesion among couples.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and three-month follow-up
assessments alongside a control group. The statistical population included all couples referring to counseling
and psychotherapy centers in Shahrekord during 2023. Using purposive sampling, 45 eligible couples were
selected and randomly assigned into three groups: an indigenous marital life enrichment group based on the
lived experiences of successful couples (15 couples), a compassion-focused couple therapy group (15 couples),
and a control group (15 couples).

Inclusion criteria included at least a diploma-level education, a minimum of five years of marital life, age range
between 30 and 50 years, no history of severe psychiatric disorders, no current substance abuse, no
simultaneous participation in other counseling programs, and willingness to participate voluntarily in the study.
Participants who missed more than two sessions or withdrew from the study were excluded.

Data were collected using Olson’s Family Cohesion Scale. The instrument consists of 16 items rated on a five-
point Likert scale and measures emotional bonding, connectedness, and family integration. Higher scores
indicate greater family cohesion.

The indigenous marital life enrichment intervention was conducted in nine weekly sessions. The program
focused on ethical values in marriage, emotional support, communication skills, conflict management,
practical intimacy, couple identity, healthy boundaries, shared resilience, and collaborative family functioning.
The compassion-focused couple therapy intervention was administered in eight weekly sessions and included
self-compassion training, mindfulness, emotional regulation, empathy development, compassionate imagery,
self-forgiveness, compassionate communication, and behavioral compassion exercises. The control group
received no intervention during the study period.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA).
Bonferroni post hoc tests were employed to examine pairwise differences between groups and assessment
stages. Statistical analyses were performed using SPSS version 26.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that the three groups were relatively homogeneous at the pretest stage. The
mean family cohesion scores in the pretest were 36.55 for the control group, 36.65 for the indigenous marital
enrichment group, and 36.70 for the compassion-focused therapy group. At the posttest stage, the control group
showed minimal change (M=37.05), whereas the indigenous marital enrichment group demonstrated a
substantial increase (M=44.30), and the compassion-focused therapy group showed the highest increase
(M=46.40). These improvements remained relatively stable during the three-month follow-up phase, with
means of 36.70, 44.05, and 46.20 for the control, indigenous enrichment, and compassion-focused therapy
groups, respectively.
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Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test results confirmed the normal distribution of family cohesion scores across all
measurement stages. Levene’s test also supported the assumption of homogeneity of variances. However,
Mauchly’s test of sphericity was significant, indicating violation of the sphericity assumption; therefore,
Greenhouse—Geisser corrections were applied in the repeated measures ANOVA analyses.

Results of repeated measures ANOVA demonstrated a significant effect of time on family cohesion scores
(F=159.897, p=0.001, n?>=0.737), indicating significant changes across the pretest, posttest, and follow-up
stages. Furthermore, the interaction effect between time and group was statistically significant (F=37.276,
p=0.001, n*=0.567), suggesting that the pattern of change differed among the three groups.

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons revealed that the control group did not show significant differences across
measurement stages. In contrast, both intervention groups demonstrated significant improvements from pretest
to posttest and from pretest to follow-up (p=0.001). No significant differences were observed between posttest
and follow-up scores within the intervention groups, indicating maintenance of treatment effects over time.
Between-group analyses also revealed significant differences among the three groups regarding family
cohesion scores (F=19.679, p=0.001, n?>=0.408). Pairwise Bonferroni comparisons showed that both the
indigenous marital enrichment group and the compassion-focused therapy group scored significantly higher
than the control group (p=0.001). However, the difference between the two intervention groups was not
statistically significant (p=0.543).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that both the indigenous marital life enrichment educational
package based on the lived experiences of successful couples and compassion-focused couple therapy
significantly improved family cohesion among couples. Moreover, the stability of these improvements during
the follow-up stage indicates that the interventions produced relatively lasting effects rather than temporary
behavioral changes.

The effectiveness of the indigenous marital enrichment program may be explained by its culturally grounded
and experience-based nature. The intervention focused on practical dimensions of successful marital life,
including emotional support, communication skills, conflict resolution, empathy, shared identity, and
resilience. Such components directly contribute to strengthening emotional bonding and family integration.
Couples who acquire effective communication and emotional regulation skills are more likely to experience
mutual understanding, cooperation, and psychological safety within the family system.

Similarly, compassion-focused couple therapy improved family cohesion by enhancing empathy, emotional
acceptance, self-kindness, and compassionate interaction patterns between spouses. Through reducing self-
criticism and hostile emotional reactions, couples became more capable of responding to each other with
understanding and emotional support. Compassion-focused interventions also appear to improve emotional
regulation and reduce destructive interpersonal cycles, thereby fostering healthier family relationships.

An important finding of this study was the absence of a statistically significant difference between the two
intervention approaches. Although the indigenous marital enrichment program emphasized behavioral and
communication-based skills while compassion-focused therapy focused more on emotional and cognitive
processes, both interventions effectively strengthened relational functioning and family cohesion. This finding
suggests that improving family cohesion can be achieved through multiple therapeutic pathways, including
behavioral education, emotional regulation, empathy enhancement, and compassionate interaction.

Overall, the results indicate that both indigenous culturally adapted marital enrichment programs and
compassion-focused therapeutic approaches can serve as effective interventions for strengthening family
cohesion among couples. These findings have important implications for counselors, family therapists, and
mental health professionals working in couple and family interventions.
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