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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of forgiveness-based group
therapy and Rational-Emotive-Behavioral group therapy on marital intimacy among
mothers of children with special needs.

Methodology: This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
control-group design with a two-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted
of mothers of children with special needs in Bojnord, from whom 45 participants were
selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to two experimental
groups and one control group. Data were collected using the Marital Intimacy
Questionnaire at pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages. The experimental groups
received ten sessions of forgiveness-based group therapy and Rational-Emotive-
Behavioral group therapy, respectively, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and
multivariate analysis of covariance.

Findings: Results indicated that both interventions significantly improved marital
intimacy (P<0.01). Forgiveness-based therapy produced significant effects on overall
intimacy and honesty, whereas Rational-Emotive-Behavioral therapy significantly
enhanced overall intimacy, agreement, honesty, and affection. Comparative analysis
revealed a significant difference only in the affection dimension, favoring forgiveness-
based therapy.

Conclusion: Both therapeutic approaches effectively enhanced marital intimacy
among mothers of children with special needs; however, forgiveness-based therapy
exerted stronger effects on emotional intimacy, while Rational-Emotive-Behavioral
therapy demonstrated broader impacts on cognitive and relational dimensions.

Keywords: Forgiveness, Rational-Emotive-Behavioral Therapy, Marital Intimacy,
Mothers of Children with Special Needs, Couple Therapy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Marital intimacy is widely recognized as a core determinant of psychological well-being,
relationship stability, and family functioning. Intimacy encompasses emotional closeness, mutual
understanding, openness, trust, affection, and commitment, all of which jointly contribute to marital
satisfaction and long-term relational health. Empirical research consistently demonstrates that deficits in
marital intimacy are associated with heightened conflict, emotional disengagement, decreased life
satisfaction, and elevated risk of marital dissolution (Holland et al., 2016; Javid et al., 2025; Kazemian et al., 2017).
These challenges become substantially more pronounced in families facing chronic stressors, particularly
those raising children with special needs.

The birth and long-term care of a child with disabilities impose considerable emotional, cognitive,
financial, and social burdens on parents, with mothers bearing a disproportionate share of caregiving
responsibilities. Studies indicate that mothers of children with developmental and physical disabilities
report significantly higher levels of psychological distress, marital strain, emotional exhaustion, and
relational dissatisfaction compared with mothers of typically developing children (Antigoni, 2017; Gau et al.,
2012; Jaafari et al., 2014). Prolonged exposure to these stressors gradually erodes marital intimacy, weakens
emotional bonds, and disrupts adaptive communication patterns (Ghaderi et al., 2015; Holland et al., 2016).
Consequently, the preservation and restoration of marital intimacy in this population constitutes a critical
mental-health priority.

Recent advances in couple therapy and family psychology highlight the central role of forgiveness,
emotional regulation, and cognitive restructuring in repairing relational ruptures and enhancing intimacy.
Forgiveness functions as a powerful psychological mechanism that facilitates emotional release from
resentment, hostility, and blame, enabling partners to rebuild trust and emotional closeness (Avanti &
Setiawan, 2022; Wade et al., 2014). Empirical evidence demonstrates that higher levels of forgiveness are
associated with stronger emotional bonds, increased marital satisfaction, reduced conflict intensity, and
improved relational resilience (Cornish et al., 2025; Famil Motaghi et al., 2022; Famili Motaghi et al., 2022; Ghafouri
et al., 2013). Meta-analytic findings further confirm the robust efficacy of forgiveness-based
psychotherapeutic interventions across diverse relational contexts (Wade et al., 2014).

In parallel, Rational-Emotive-Behavioral Therapy (REBT) has emerged as a highly effective
framework for improving marital functioning through systematic modification of dysfunctional beliefs,
enhancement of emotional self-regulation, and strengthening of adaptive coping strategies. REBT targets
irrational cognitions that fuel emotional distress and relational conflict, thereby fostering healthier
emotional responses, greater self-acceptance, and improved interpersonal functioning (Abbasi & Zehrakar,
2020; Esfandiyari Bayat et al., 2021). Research consistently demonstrates that REBT-based group interventions
significantly enhance marital quality, emotional intimacy, forgiveness, and relational adjustment (Ghasedi
etal., 2019; Honarparvaran, 2014).

Although the independent effectiveness of forgiveness-based therapy and REBT has been well
documented, direct comparative studies of these two approaches—particularly among mothers of children
with special needs—remain scarce. This gap is particularly consequential because the unique stress profile
of this population may differentially interact with therapeutic mechanisms (Antigoni, 2017; Salarfard et al.,
2025; Wondimu & Zeleke, 2024). Furthermore, culturally sensitive evidence is needed to guide the



development of effective intervention programs tailored to family systems operating under chronic
caregiving stress. Therefore, the present study seeks to compare the effectiveness of forgiveness-based
group therapy and Rational-Emotive-Behavioral group therapy on marital intimacy among mothers of
children with special needs.

Methods and Materials

The present research employed an applied experimental design using a pretest—posttest control-
group framework with a two-month follow-up. The study population consisted of mothers of children with
special needs enrolled in primary special-education schools in Bojnord during the 2022—2023 academic
year. From the eligible population, forty-five participants who met inclusion criteria were selected through
convenience sampling and randomly assigned to three groups: forgiveness-based group therapy, Rational-
Emotive-Behavioral group therapy, and control.

Participants completed the Marital Intimacy Questionnaire as the primary data collection
instrument at pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages. Both experimental groups participated in ten
structured group therapy sessions conducted weekly, while the control group received no intervention.
The forgiveness-based intervention followed the five-stage model of forgiveness therapy, and the REBT
program emphasized cognitive restructuring, emotional regulation, and self-acceptance strategies. Data
were analyzed using descriptive statistics, repeated-measures analysis of variance, multivariate analysis
of covariance, and post-hoc comparisons.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed substantial increases in marital intimacy and its subscales for both
experimental groups from pretest to posttest, while the control group exhibited minimal change.
Multivariate covariance analysis demonstrated that forgiveness-based group therapy produced statistically
significant improvements in overall marital intimacy and the subscales of emotional intimacy and honesty.
REBT group therapy generated significant improvements across overall intimacy, agreement, honesty,
and affection. Comparative analysis indicated that while both treatments were effective, forgiveness-based
therapy produced significantly greater gains in the affection dimension, whereas REBT produced more
balanced improvements across cognitive and emotional dimensions. No significant group differences were
observed in the commitment subscale. Follow-up assessments confirmed the stability of treatment effects
over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that both forgiveness-based group therapy and Rational-Emotive-
Behavioral group therapy effectively enhance marital intimacy among mothers of children with special
needs. Each approach operates through distinct yet complementary mechanisms. Forgiveness-based
therapy appears particularly potent in repairing emotional wounds, reducing resentment, and restoring
affectionate bonds, which are often deeply compromised under chronic caregiving stress. In contrast,
REBT strengthens relational functioning by restructuring maladaptive cognitions, enhancing emotional
self-regulation, and promoting adaptive interpersonal skills, thereby yielding broad improvements across
multiple dimensions of intimacy.

The differential patterns of effectiveness observed in this study highlight the importance of
aligning therapeutic strategies with the specific psychological needs of families coping with disability-
related stress. The superior impact of forgiveness-based therapy on affection suggests that emotional
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healing may serve as a foundational process for restoring closeness in relationships strained by prolonged
hardship. Meanwhile, the comprehensive influence of REBT underscores the value of addressing both
cognitive and emotional determinants of marital functioning.

In conclusion, both therapeutic models represent powerful tools for strengthening marital intimacy
in this vulnerable population. Integrating forgiveness-based interventions with cognitive-behavioral
strategies may offer an optimal framework for comprehensive marital support, contributing to improved
psychological well-being, relational stability, and family resilience among parents of children with special
needs.
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