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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Marital conflict is recognized as one of the most significant psychological and emotional challenges in
married life, exerting extensive impacts on the mental health and overall quality of life of couples. Contemporary research
indicates that such conflicts not only diminish marital satisfaction but also elicit physiological responses such as heightened
inflammatory reactions that can contribute to the development of various psychosomatic disorders.

Distress tolerance, defined as the individual’s ability to endure and manage negative emotional states without resorting
to impulsive or avoidant behaviors, is considered a core component of emotional regulation. Empirical evidence suggests
that interpersonal conflicts, particularly those within marital relationships, can impair distress tolerance capacity, as these
conflicts often evoke elevated levels of anxiety, stress, and psychological turmoil.

Marital conflict is also a key interpersonal factor implicated in the onset and exacerbation of alexithymia. When marital
interactions are characterized by recurrent arguments, mutual blame, lack of empathy, and emotional insecurity, partners
may adopt defensive coping strategies—such as emotional avoidance, suppression of feelings, or psychological
withdrawal—to reduce interpersonal tension. Over time, these maladaptive processes may undermine the capacity for
emotional expression, thereby reinforcing alexithymic tendencies.

The rationale for the present study lies in the observation that a considerable proportion of women, particularly those
exposed to high-stress environments and traumatic life events, experience difficulties in identifying and expressing
emotions (alexithymia) as well as challenges in managing and tolerating distress. Accordingly, the present research aims to
examine the effectiveness of mentalization-based therapy (MBT) in enhancing distress tolerance and reducing alexithymia
among women experiencing marital conflict.
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Method: This study employed an applied research design using a quasi-experimental methodology with a pretest—posttest
control group structure. The study population comprised all married women who sought services at counseling centers and
psychological clinics in Ardabil, Iran, in 2024, and who were identified—through self-report and initial counselor
assessment—as experiencing marital conflict. A total of 30 eligible participants were recruited via convenience sampling
and randomly assigned to either the experimental group (n = 15) or the control group (n = 15). In the pretest phase, both
groups completed two standardized instruments: the Distress Tolerance Scale and the Toronto Alexithymia Scale. The
experimental group subsequently participated in a structured MBT program consisting of eight 90-minute sessions,
delivered in accordance with established MBT protocols. The control group received no intervention during the study period
and only participated in the pretest and posttest assessments. Upon completion of the intervention, both groups were
reassessed using the same instruments as in the pretest. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS software. Descriptive
statistics, including means and standard deviations for pretest and posttest scores, were calculated. To examine between-
group differences while controlling for baseline scores, univariate analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was performed for
each dependent variable, and multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was applied to assess the overall
multivariate effect of the intervention.

Results: The analyses revealed significant post-test differences between the experimental and control groups in distress
tolerance and alexithymia. While the experimental group demonstrated notable changes in both variables, the control group
showed no substantial differences across measurement periods. Data were analyzed using multivariate and univariate
analyses of covariance (MANCOVA and ANCOVA). Prior to conducting these analyses, the assumptions underlying
ANCOVA were examined. The Shapiro-Wilk test confirmed that the distribution of scores met the normality assumption
(p>0.01). Levene’s test indicated homogeneity of variances for distress tolerance and alexithymia across groups. Mauchly’s
test of sphericity showed that the sphericity assumption was violated for the “control” component (p < 0.05); therefore, the
Greenhouse—Geisser correction was applied for this component. These results confirmed that the conditions for ANCOVA
were met.

Table 1. Univariate ANCOVA for Comparing Mean Scores of Distress Tolerance and Alexithymia

Source of change  Dependent Variable SS df Ms F p Eta
Intervention distress tolerance 140.16 1 140.16 31.63 0.001 0.64
alexithymia 570.44 1 570.44 141.17 0.001 0.77
Error distress tolerance 19.25 28 4.84
alexithymia 84.07 28 2.63

As shown in Table 1, there was a statistically significant difference in post-test scores for distress tolerance and
alexithymia (p = 0.01), indicating that mentalization-based therapy was effective in improving distress tolerance and
reducing alexithymia in the intervention group.

Discussion: The present findings provide compelling evidence that MBT has a significant positive effect on distress
tolerance and alexithymia, two variables with critical implications for interpersonal functioning. Within the marital context,
where conflicts are frequently complex, persistent, and emotionally charged, capacities such as tolerating negative emotions
and effectively identifying, processing, and expressing inner emotional states are essential for maintaining psychological
stability and relationship continuity.

The results suggest that MBT, by strengthening the capacity to represent and interpret both intrapersonal and
interpersonal mental states, enhances psychological resilience among women facing marital tensions. This process
facilitates the recognition and articulation of previously suppressed emotions, thereby reducing alexithymia. Lower levels
of alexithymia, in turn, contribute to fewer unresolved conflicts, greater emotional clarity, and improved quality of
interpersonal interactions within the marital relationship. Such therapeutic gains not only diminish the intensity of marital
disputes but also provide a foundation for rebuilding emotional bonds, promoting personal growth, and enhancing overall
marital quality.

In conclusion, MBT by reconstructing the individual’s relationship with their own mind and the minds of others—opens
new avenues for advancing mental health and interpersonal relationship quality, particularly in high-conflict marital
contexts. These findings underscore the value of incorporating this approach into psychological interventions and offer a
promising perspective for its application among women experiencing chronic marital discord.
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