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Objective: The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral
couple therapy on marital burnout and interpersonal emotion regulation among couples referring
to counseling centers and psychological clinics in Tehran.

Methodology: This study was a quasi-experimental research with a pretest-posttest-follow-up
design and a control group. The statistical population included couples referring to counseling
centers and psychological clinics in Tehran in 2025. The sample consisted of 30 couples selected
through available and purposive sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group and
a control group, with 15 couples in each group. The experimental group received eight sessions
of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, while the control group received no structured
intervention during this period. Data were collected using the Marital Burnout Questionnaire and
the Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. Data analysis was conducted using
repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc test in SPSS version 26.
Findings: The results of repeated-measures ANOVA showed that the effect of time on marital
burnout was significant, F = 142.35, p <0.001, n> = 0.835. The group effect was also significant,
F=24.88,p <0.001, n*=0.470. Moreover, the time x group interaction effect on marital burnout
was significant, F = 118.59, p < 0.001, n* = 0.809. For interpersonal emotion regulation, the
effect of time, F =96.42, p <0.001, n?>=0.775, the group effect, F=21.53, p<0.001, n>=0.435,
and the time x group interaction effect, F = 89.27, p < 0.001, > = 0.761, were significant.
Bonferroni comparisons indicated significant changes in the experimental group from pretest to
posttest and from pretest to follow-up, while the posttest-follow-up differences were not
significant.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy significantly
reduced marital burnout and improved interpersonal emotion regulation among couples. The
stability of changes at follow-up suggests that this intervention can be used as an effective and
practical approach in counseling and family therapy centers for couples experiencing marital
difficulties.

Keywords: Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy; marital burnout; interpersonal emotion
regulation; couples; psychological intervention.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital relationship is one of the most central emotional and interpersonal contexts in adult life,
and its quality has substantial implications for psychological well-being, family functioning, emotional
security, and social adjustment. In marital life, couples are continuously exposed to interpersonal
demands, emotional expectations, communication challenges, role pressures, and conflictual situations
that require cognitive flexibility, constructive behavioral responses, and effective emotion regulation.
When couples are unable to resolve conflicts, revise dysfunctional interpretations, express emotions
adaptively, and maintain positive exchanges, the marital relationship may gradually move toward
exhaustion, emotional distance, dissatisfaction, and burnout. Marital burnout refers to a progressive state
of physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion in the marital relationship, usually emerging after
repeated relational disappointments, chronic conflict, unmet expectations, and perceived failure in
restoring intimacy. This condition is not limited to temporary dissatisfaction; rather, it reflects a deeper
erosion of emotional involvement, relational hope, and positive meaning in the marital bond. Previous
studies have shown that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy can reduce marital conflicts, marital burnout,
and emotional dysregulation among couples at risk of divorce, indicating that cognitive and behavioral
mechanisms are deeply involved in the formation and maintenance of marital distress (Adabi et al., 2022).
Similarly, comparative evidence has supported the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy
and other couple-based interventions in reducing marital burnout among couples experiencing relational
difficulties (Salehi et al., 2021). Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy is theoretically grounded in the
assumption that couples’ emotional and behavioral responses are influenced by their interpretations,
beliefs, expectations, cognitive distortions, and attributional patterns. In distressed relationships, spouses
often interpret each other’s behavior through negative cognitive filters, such as mind reading,
personalization, catastrophizing, overgeneralization, and selective attention to negative events. These
dysfunctional cognitions intensify emotional reactions and lead to maladaptive behaviors such as
criticism, withdrawal, defensiveness, hostility, and emotional disengagement. Therefore, interventions
that target cognition, communication, problem solving, behavioral exchange, and emotional management
may be especially relevant for reducing marital burnout and improving relational functioning. Recent
research has emphasized the role of cognitive-behavioral therapy in marital commitment and the
management of interpersonal conflicts among couples (Shafaghi et al., 2024), and empirical findings have
shown that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy can improve marital satisfaction, interpersonal cognitive
distortions, and emotional orientation toward sexual relations in married women with marital burnout
(Amini & Eshghi Nogoorani, 2024). Studies have also reported the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple
therapy in reducing marital burnout and improving sexual intimacy among couples referring to counseling
centers (Asadi et al., 2023), as well as the efficacy of this approach in improving communication beliefs and
reducing marital burnout among couples on the verge of divorce (Vaslehchi et al., 2024). Furthermore,
enhanced cognitive-behavioral couple therapy has been shown to influence emotional self-regulation and
couple burnout in both self-referred and court-referred incompatible couples, highlighting its clinical
relevance across different levels of marital dysfunction (Adl et al., 2024). Beyond marital burnout,
interpersonal emotion regulation is another important construct in understanding marital functioning. In
intimate relationships, emotions are not merely intrapersonal experiences; they are frequently activated,



intensified, soothed, or transformed within interpersonal interaction. A spouse may serve either as a source
of emotional threat and escalation or as a source of comfort, perspective-taking, reassurance, and positive
affect. Research on emotion regulation has suggested that maladaptive emotion regulation strategies can
mediate the link between cognitive emotion regulation and interpersonal outcomes, indicating that
cognition, emotion, and interpersonal functioning are closely interconnected (Brzozowski, 2024). Evidence
from related cognitive-behavioral interventions has also shown that this approach can reduce interpersonal
problems among individuals with social anxiety (Jahangasht Aghkand et al., 2022), improve interpersonal
sensitivity and social anxiety when integrated with psychodrama in group interventions (Kourki et al., 2023),
and produce meaningful changes in emotionally and interpersonally relevant outcomes such as body
image anxiety when compared with interpersonal psychotherapy (Yousefi et al., 2022). In the field of marital
interventions, studies have supported the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral and integrated approaches
in reducing marital burnout in couples with emotional divorce (Ghobadi Kohanmoui et al., 2024), women with
marital conflicts (Parvizi et al., 2025), women experiencing infertility-related stress (Talebi & Mirzaian, 2023),
and women with marital burnout through mechanisms such as psychological flexibility and modification
of dysfunctional beliefs (Bakhtiari, 2024; Mohammadi Kordkhili & Aliakbari Dehkordi, 2023). Additionally,
transdiagnostic educational packages based on cognitive-behavioral therapy, schema therapy, and
meaning therapy have been found effective in improving psychological well-being and reducing marital
burnout in women experiencing emotional divorce (Yussefian et al., 2023), while emotion-based cognitive-
behavioral couple therapy has been reported to reduce burnout and improve marital intimacy among
conflicted couples (Nadri et al., 2025). Therefore, considering the theoretical and empirical connection
between dysfunctional cognitions, emotional dysregulation, interpersonal interaction, and marital burnout,
the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy on marital
burnout and interpersonal emotion regulation among couples referring to counseling centers and
psychological clinics in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and quasi-experimental in method, using a pretest-
posttest-follow-up design with a control group. The statistical population included all couples who
referred to counseling centers and psychological clinics in Tehran in 2025 with the purpose of resolving
marital conflicts and improving emotional relationships. Based on methodological requirements for quasi-
experimental studies and the recommended minimum sample size of 15 couples per group, 30 couples,
equal to 60 individuals, were selected as the final sample. After initial screening, eligible participants were
randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group, with 15 couples in each group. Sampling
was conducted through an available and purposive method. First, volunteer couples were screened using
the Marital Burnout Questionnaire, and those who obtained scores above the cutoff point and met the
inclusion criteria were identified. Inclusion criteria included at least two years of marital life, a minimum
educational level of diploma, no simultaneous participation in other psychological or educational
interventions, and no severe psychiatric disorder based on self-report and a brief interview. Exclusion
criteria included absence from more than two intervention sessions, occurrence of severe stressful events
during the intervention period, and decision to pursue formal divorce during the study. Data were collected
using the Marital Burnout Questionnaire and the Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. The
experimental group received cognitive-behavioral couple therapy in eight structured sessions. The
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intervention included familiarization with the cognitive-behavioral model of marital relationships,
identification and restructuring of dysfunctional cognitions, modification of unrealistic expectations and
attributional errors, exchange of positive behaviors, communication skills training, problem-solving skills,
emotion management, anger control, acceptance of individual differences, relapse prevention, and
planning for continued use of learned skills in daily marital interactions. The control group did not receive
a structured psychological intervention during this period and participated only in the assessment stages.
Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, repeated-measures analysis of variance, and Bonferroni
post hoc test in SPSS version 26. Before conducting the main analysis, the assumptions of normality,
homogeneity of variances, and sphericity were examined using the Shapiro-Wilk, Levene, and Mauchly
tests. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The demographic results indicated that the mean age of participants in the experimental group was
37.28 years with a standard deviation of 6.21, while the mean age of participants in the control group was
36.94 years with a standard deviation of 5.87. The mean duration of marriage was 9.43 years in the
experimental group and 9.05 years in the control group. The two groups were comparable in terms of age,
duration of marriage, educational level, and number of children, indicating initial demographic
homogeneity. Descriptive findings showed that the mean score of marital burnout in the experimental
group decreased from 93.64 in the pretest to 67.18 in the posttest and remained relatively stable at 68.05
in the follow-up stage. In contrast, the control group showed only slight changes, with mean scores of
92.87 in the pretest, 90.76 in the posttest, and 91.42 in the follow-up stage. For interpersonal emotion
regulation, the mean score in the experimental group increased from 54.36 in the pretest to 73.82 in the
posttest and remained high at 72.95 in the follow-up stage. In the control group, the mean score changed
only slightly from 55.08 in the pretest to 56.12 in the posttest and 55.64 in the follow-up stage. The
assumptions for repeated-measures analysis of variance were confirmed. The results of repeated-measures
ANOVA indicated that the effect of time on marital burnout was statistically significant, F = 142.35, p <
0.001, partial eta squared = 0.835. The group effect was also significant, F = 24.88, p < 0.001, partial eta
squared = 0.470. Most importantly, the time by group interaction was significant, F = 118.59, p < 0.001,
partial eta squared = 0.809, indicating that the reduction in marital burnout was significantly greater in the
experimental group than in the control group. For interpersonal emotion regulation, the effect of time was
significant, F = 96.42, p < 0.001, partial eta squared = 0.775, and the group effect was also significant, F
=21.53, p < 0.001, partial eta squared = 0.435. The time by group interaction was significant as well, F =
89.27, p < 0.001, partial eta squared = 0.761, demonstrating that the increase in interpersonal emotion
regulation was significantly greater in the experimental group. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed
that in the experimental group, marital burnout significantly decreased from pretest to posttest and from
pretest to follow-up, while the difference between posttest and follow-up was not significant. Similarly,
interpersonal emotion regulation significantly increased from pretest to posttest and from pretest to follow-
up, with no significant difference between posttest and follow-up. No significant pairwise changes were
observed in the control group for either variable.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy was effective in reducing
marital burnout and improving interpersonal emotion regulation among couples. The significant decrease
in marital burnout can be explained by the fact that the intervention directly targeted the cognitive,



emotional, and behavioral processes that maintain marital exhaustion. Through cognitive restructuring,
couples learned to identify negative interpretations, unrealistic expectations, and dysfunctional
attributions about their spouse and relationship. Through behavioral exchange, they increased positive
interactions and reduced the dominance of negative relational patterns. Communication and problem-
solving training helped them express needs and emotions more constructively and resolve conflicts in a
less destructive manner. These processes likely weakened the repetitive cycles of criticism, withdrawal,
disappointment, and emotional exhaustion that characterize marital burnout. The significant increase in
interpersonal emotion regulation indicates that the intervention also strengthened couples’ ability to use
their relationship as a source of emotional support, perspective-taking, reassurance, and adaptive
emotional management. By learning active listening, non-blaming emotional expression, anger
management, and collaborative problem solving, couples were better able to regulate emotional arousal
within interaction rather than escalating conflict or withdrawing from each other. The stability of treatment
effects at follow-up suggests that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy produced changes that were not
merely temporary responses to treatment sessions but were likely internalized as practical relational skills.
Overall, the results support the use of cognitive-behavioral couple therapy as a structured and effective
intervention for couples experiencing marital burnout and difficulties in interpersonal emotion regulation.
The study highlights the importance of addressing cognition, behavior, communication, and emotion
simultaneously in marital interventions. It can be concluded that cognitive-behavioral couple therapy may
help couples rebuild more adaptive relational patterns, reduce emotional exhaustion, improve mutual
support, and enhance the capacity to regulate emotions within the marital relationship.
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