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Objective: The aim of this study was to determine the effect of affective
empathy on the quality of marital relationships, with the mediating role of
intimacy.

Methodology: This research is applied in terms of purpose and falls under the
category of descriptive-correlational studies based on structural equation
modeling in terms of method and nature. The statistical population of this study
consisted of married students at Islamic Azad University, North Tehran
Branch. Based on the rule commonly used in structural equation modeling, 242
guestionnaires were collected using convenience sampling. The data collection
instruments included the Couples' Intimacy Questionnaire by Wenden and
Birtman (1995), the Marital Relationship Quality Questionnaire by Busby et
al. (1995), and the Empathy Scale by Mehrabian and Epstein (1972). Data
analysis was conducted using AMOS software.

Findings: The findings revealed that affective empathy influences marital
relationship quality both directly and indirectly through intimacy (p < .05).
Conclusion: Based on the results of this study, empathy and intimacy can be
considered influential factors in the quality of marital relationships.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

A healthy society is inseparable from healthy families, and the foundation of a healthy family lies
in the mental well-being of its members and the quality of their interpersonal relationships (Javidan, 2022;
Salehzadeh et al., 2024). Among the many social institutions, marriage is particularly essential, as it forms the
basis for deep emotional and reciprocal connections between spouses (Abagheri Meyari et al., 2024; Babaei et
al., 2024). Yet recent global and national statistics show a worrying trend—rising divorce rates, including
in Iran where one in every four marriages ends in divorce (Seifi Ghazvloo et al., 2023). This trend underlines
the critical need to understand what affects marital success and failure, particularly the factors influencing
marital relationship quality.

Marital quality is a complex, multidimensional construct encompassing both intrapersonal traits
and interpersonal dynamics between spouses (El-Kassem et al., 2023). It is dynamic, changing over time, and
shaped by the interaction of various psychological, emotional, and behavioral factors (Saadati & Parsakia,
2023). Among these, affective empathy—defined as the capacity to emotionally resonate with another's
feelings—plays a vital role. It fosters mutual understanding, emotional bonding, and group cohesion
(Ahmadian, 2021; Fazaeli et al., 2023). Affective empathy, by enabling one partner to feel and understand the
emotions of the other, builds a sense of belonging and emotional connectedness (Emillo et al., 2017; Mansouri
etal., 2023).

Empathy not only enhances emotional communication but may also reduce tension and conflict in
marriage by promoting mutual support and shared emotional experiences. Importantly, empathy may exert
its influence on marital quality both directly and indirectly—through intimacy. Marital intimacy is a close
emotional connection between spouses, characterized by trust, mutual respect, shared experiences, and
emotional transparency (Abedi et al., 2023). It deepens emotional bonds and facilitates open emotional
exchange, which can elevate the overall quality of the relationship (Navabinejad et al., 2024; Parsakia et al.,
2023). Several studies have noted that empathy enhances intimacy and that this intimacy, in turn,
strengthens marital satisfaction and stability (Javidan, 2022).

Given the current societal challenges—including rising divorce rates and emotional disconnect
among couples—there is a growing need to understand whether and how affective empathy influences the
quality of marital relationships. Specifically, does intimacy mediate this relationship? This study was
conducted to address this crucial question.

Methodology

This applied research employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling (SEM). The statistical population comprised married students at Islamic Azad University, North
Tehran Branch. Based on SEM sampling guidelines, 250 questionnaires were distributed, and 242 valid
responses were analyzed.

Data collection tools included:

1. Couples' Intimacy Questionnaire by Wenden and Birtman (1995), consisting of 56 items.

2. Marital Relationship Quality Questionnaire (RDAS) by Busby et al. (1995), which includes 14
items across agreement, satisfaction, and cohesion subscales.

3. Empathy Scale by Mehrabian and Epstein (1972), with 33 items across seven sub-dimensions.
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The questionnaires were distributed digitally via social media, and confidentiality was assured.
The data were analyzed using SPSS 22 and AMOS 24. Descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation,
skewness, kurtosis) and inferential statistics (correlation, path analysis, and bootstrapping for mediation)
were employed.

Findings

Descriptive analysis showed that among the subcomponents of marital relationship quality, the
highest mean belonged to "agreement™ (mean = 28.28), while “cohesion" had the lowest (mean = 12.37).
The overall marital quality mean score was 56.90.

For the affective empathy questionnaire, the highest mean score was recorded for “participatory
empathy" (mean = 18.51), and the lowest for "control” (mean = 6.52). The total empathy score averaged
98.08.

The intimacy index showed a mean of 162.11, suggesting a relatively high level of perceived
intimacy among participants.

Normality tests using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test indicated all variables followed a normal
distribution, permitting the use of parametric statistical tests.

Path analysis revealed that affective empathy had both a direct effect on marital relationship quality
and an indirect effect through intimacy. The standardized indirect path coefficient was 0.163, with a
confidence interval that did not include zero, confirming the significance of the mediation. The bootstrap
test returned a p-value of 0.001, well below the 0.05 threshold, thus confirming the hypothesis: intimacy
mediates the relationship between affective empathy and marital relationship quality.

Discussion and Conclusion

The study confirmed that affective empathy significantly influences marital relationship quality,
both directly and indirectly through intimacy. This supports the theoretical model that views empathy as
a key driver of emotional connectivity in intimate relationships. Couples with higher empathy levels are
better equipped to emotionally engage with each other, share feelings without judgment, and build a
mutually supportive environment.

The mediating role of intimacy is particularly important. It suggests that empathy alone is not
sufficient; the emotional closeness it fosters must translate into deeper interpersonal connection to
effectively enhance marital quality. This sequence—from empathy to intimacy to improved relationship
quality—highlights how emotional skills translate into relational outcomes.

In practice, couples with strong affective empathy feel understood and valued, encouraging open
emotional expression. This dynamic forms the foundation of intimacy, which then serves as a multiplier
effect—enhancing trust, communication, and satisfaction in the relationship. Intimacy thus acts as a bridge
that transforms empathy into relationship resilience.

The findings have strong implications for couple therapy and marital enrichment programs.
Therapists should focus not only on improving communication skills but also on developing empathic
competencies. Training couples in emotional mirroring, active listening, and nonjudgmental presence can
help foster intimacy and, in turn, reinforce relationship quality.
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This study also acknowledges its limitations. The convenience sample drawn solely from married
university students limits generalizability. Cultural, social, and economic homogeneity may have
influenced the findings. Also, reliance on self-report instruments raises the risk of social desirability bias.
Future studies should adopt more diverse and random sampling techniques and include in-depth interviews
or longitudinal tracking to explore how empathy and intimacy develop over time.

In conclusion, affective empathy is not merely a desirable trait but a transformative one in marital
dynamics. Its capacity to nurture intimacy positions it as a foundational skill in building emotionally rich
and enduring relationships. Promoting empathy within couples can be a strategic intervention to enhance
the psychological and emotional well-being of families, and by extension, the broader society.
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