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Background: Problematic emotional schemas are not only associated with emotions, but also with
marital discord and decreased mindfulness, a negative view of one's emotions, and problematic
coping strategies such as avoidance, rumination, or blaming oneself and others. On the other hand,
empathy with the capability of understanding another’s emotional experience increases
psychological well-being indicators and improves the quality of emotional schemas. Research shows
the efficacy of acceptance and commitment therapy integrated with compassion on worry,
rumination, social anxiety, and the relationship of couples; but there is a research gap in the
application of this treatment in the studied community.

Aims: The present study sought to investigate the efficacy of cognitive therapy based on acceptance
and commitment, with a focus on self-compassion emotional schemas, and empathy in couples.
Method: The research method was quasi-experimental based on a pre-test, post-test design, and
follow-up with the control group. The statistical population consisted of all couples who were
referred to counseling centers in Tehran in the first half of 1400. The sample size was 36 people and
the sampling method was purposive with random replacement. The experimental group received the
interventions in 8 weekly 90-minute group sessions. The research instruments included Leahy's
emotional schemas scale 11 (2002) and Jolliffe and Farrington’s basic empathy scale (2006). The data
were analyzed using mixed analysis of variance and SPSS-25 statistical analysis software.

Results: The results showed that cognitive intervention, based on acceptance and commitment with
a focus on self-compassion, affect the variables of emotional schemas (P< 0.001) and empathy
(P< 0.001) significantly. Follow-up results showed stability in efficacy.

Conclusion: The results indicated that cognitive therapy based on acceptance and commitment with
a focus on self-compassion influenced the emotional schemas and empathy in couples. Thus,
cognitive therapy based on acceptance and commitment with a focus on self-compassion could be
used to correct problematic emotional schemas and to increase empathy in couples.
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Introduction

Emotional schemas are individual-specific beliefs
about emotions and emotional processes. These
beliefs about emotion play a role in shaping
secondary reactions to emotion and occur throughout
childhood and in the context of interpersonal
relationships (Edwards & wupperman, 2018). The
results of numerous studies show the relationship
between emotional schemas, marital satisfaction
(Mears, 2012), anxiety (Tirch et al., 2012), and a
negative correlation with mindfulness and self-
compassion (Faustino et al., 2020).

On the other hand, empathy involves feeling
compassion for others and imagining how they feel
(Konrath et al., 2018) and their reactions to them
(Davis, 1983). Researchers agree on two main
components, The cognitive and the emotional. (Jafari
et al., 2017). Empathy improves the quality of a
couple’s relationship by increasing the likelihood of
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral responses
(Rosen et al., 2017). Numerous studies indicate the
role of empathy in a wide range of interpersonal and
interpersonal consequences (Konrath et al., 2018).
There are several approaches to therapeutic
intervention in conflicts caused by the couple's
cognitive problems, including acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT) which is a mindfulness-
based, values-oriented behavioral therapy (Kashdan
& Ciarrochi, 2013; Ghorbankhani et al., 2022). The
goal of ACT is to help patients “accept” difficult
internal experiences (thoughts, images, emotions,
sensations) in the service of engaging in values-
consistent behavior change (Forman et al., 2012) and
to decrease suffering and increase well-being through
six core processes of change (acceptance, cognitive
defusion, self-as-context, the here and now, values
and committed action) (Moens et al., 2022).

On the other hand, psychologists have recently
become interested in self-compassion as a healthy
way of relating to oneself (Yarnell & Neff, 2013).
Self-compassion  comprises  three interacting
components: self-kindness versus self-judgment, a
sense of common humanity versus isolation, and
mindfulness  versus  over-identification  when
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confronting painful self-relevant thoughts and
emotions (Neff & Germer, 2013). Compassionate
interventions require several different interdependent
competencies and  attributes = Compassionate
motivation, sensitivity, sympathy, developing
abilities to tolerate, empathy, and non-condemning
(Gilbert, 2010).

Research shows the efficacy of acceptance and
commitment therapy integrated with compassion on
the worry and rumination of divorced women and the
lasting effects of the 3-month follow-up results
(Tabrizi et al., 2019), treatment based on acceptance
and commitment with a focus on compassion on
social anxiety (Ismaili et al., 2018), obsessive-
compulsive disorder and the stability of effects
(Zahiri et al., 2018) and the promotion of positive
cognitive strategies to regulate emotion with the
matrix of acceptance and commitment with
compassion (Peymannia, 2020). Relying upon
research on the role of couple’s emotional beliefs and
their perceptions and attitude in the quality of their
relationship, and the importance of timely and
effective interventions and their upgrade, because of
the neglection of the evaluation of ACT and CFT’s
practical efficacy in cognitive and emotional factors
that affect the couple’s conflicts, the efficacy of
cognitive therapy based on acceptance and
commitment with a focus on self-compassion on the
emotional schemas and empathy in couples was
discussed in the present study. The question of the
present study is whether cognitive therapy based on
acceptance and commitment with a focus on self-
compassion is effective in the emotional schemas and
empathy of couples.

Method

The present study method was quasi-experimental
and its design was pre-test, post-test, and follow-up
with the control group. The statistical population of
this study consisted of all couples referred to the
counseling centers in Tehran for couple therapy in the
first half of 1400. The sampling method was
purposive, with random substitution. In total, 36
people, who met the inclusion criteria, were selected
and randomly assigned to the experimental and
control groups (18-18). Group sessions with the
presence of at least one of the couples were performed
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by the researcher in 8 weekly 90-minute sessions.
Inclusion criteria were as follows: being referred to a
counseling center for couple counseling, conscious
desire to take part in research, age between 25 and 45,
literacy, no mental illness, and use of interfering
drugs. The criteria for diagnosis were clinical
interviews by the researcher (clinical psychologist)
and self-report. Exclusion criteria were unwillingness
to take part in the research, absence of more than 2
sessions, and not doing their exercises. The Content
of the ACT intervention was based on instructions
(Hayes, 2008; Gilbert, 2010), Which were prepared
in Iran by Ismaili et al. (2018) and after its Persian
translation and adaptation to cultural conditions, was
executed. Content validity was also confirmed by a
survey of three psychologists familiar with third-
wave therapies (Ismaili et al., 2018). Data were
analyzed using a mixed analysis of variance and
SPSS-25 statistical analysis software.

Tools

Basic Empathy Scale: The original version of the
scale, developed by Jolliffe and Farrington (2006),
contains 20 questions and 2 emotional and cognitive
subscales. In the study by Jolliffe and Farrington
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(2006), Cronbach's alpha coefficient was 0.66 for the
whole basic empathy scale. In Iran, based on
Cronbach'’s alpha method, the reliability of this test
has been reported between 0.74 and 0.80 and also
based on the retest method between 0.72 and 0.80
(Jafarietal., 2017). In the present study, the reliability
of the instrument based on Cronbach's alpha was
calculated to be 0.84.

Leahy Emotional Schemas Scale: The LESS-Il is a
28-item version of the LESS, originally written in
English (Leahy, 2002), which measures 14 emotional
schemas (Salemi et al., 2021). The study done by
Salemi, et al., (2021), examined the psychometric
properties of the 28-item Leahy Emotional Schema
Scale-Il (LESS-II) in Iran. The results of both
exploratory factor analysis and confirmatory factor
analysis showed that the 28-item LESS-II had seven
factors. The reliability of the internal consistency of
the scale was evaluated with Cronbach's alpha for the
Emotional Schematic Scale (0.74) (Salemi et al.,
2021). In the present study, the internal reliability of
the instrument was calculated to be 0.89 based on
Cronbach's alpha.

Table 1. Results of mixed analysis of variance to explain the effect of the independent variable on the components and the total score of emotional
schemas and empathy

Variable Effects Total squares  Total error squares F P n
Devalued. simplistic view of Group effect 176.33 487.00 12.31 0.001 0/266
emotioh overly rational Time effect 260.68 358.47 24.73 0.001 0/421
timexGroup interactive effect 184.39 1118.22 5.61 0.006  0/142
Group effect 404.45 455.87 30.17 0.001 0/470
Loss of control/blame Time effect 268.35 369.47 24.69 0.001 0/421
timexGroup interactive effect 305.02 694.63 12.32 0.001 0/266
Group effect 243.00 159.85 51.69 0.001 0/603
Rumination/incomprehensibility Time effect 144.50 238.11 20.63 0.001 0/378
. timexGroup interactive effect 104.06 377.59 9.37 0.001 0/216
3 Group effect 316.90 222.69 48.39 0.001  0/587
= Non-acceptance of feelings Time effect 125.35 255.03 16.71 0.001  0/330
= timexGroup interactive effect 119.13 447.15 9.06 0.001 0/210
g Group effect 228.23 232.02 33.45 0.001  0/496
= Invalidation/ low consensus Time effect 133.39 226.06 20.06 0.001 0/371
3 timexGroup interactive effect 151.80 406.82 1269  0.001  0/272
@ Group effect 12.68 12.98 5.19 0.029 0/133
Low expression Time effect 7.35 88.81 281 0.103  0/076
timexGroup interactive effect 13.46 184.52 2.48 0.091  0/068
Group effect 63.79 105.87 20.49 0.001  0/376
Numbness Time effect 33.35 103.47 10.96 0.001 0/244
timexGroup interactive effect 32.02 221.74 491 0.010 0/126
Group effect 8730.01 2388.24 12428 0.001 0/785
Total score Time effect 5742.35 1899.03 102.81  0.001  0/751
timexGroup interactive effect 5130.13 4101.82 42.52 0.001  0/556
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Variable Effects Total squares  Total error squares F P n

Group effect 954.08 2535.50 12.79 0.001  0/273
Emotional empathy Time effect 600.89 2246.56 9.09 0.005 0/211
o timexGroup interactive effect 677.06 3523.22 6.53 0.003 0/161
E Group effect 502.68 1738.91 9.83 0.004 2240
S Cognitive empathy Time effect 206.72 1067.78 6.58 0.015 162.0
§ timexGroup interactive effect 409.41 1553.04 8.96 0.001  209.0
Group effect 2841.82 3057.52 31.60 0.001 4820
Total score Time effect 1512.50 4057.44 12.67 0.001 2720
timexGroup interactive effect 2089.50 6084.70 11.68 0.001  256.0

Results mean of the components and the total score of

The mean and standard deviation of the participant’s
ages in the experimental group were respectively
33.94 and 6.05 years, and in the control group were
respectively 33.32 and 6.13 years. Participants in the
experimental group consisted of 12 females and 6
males, and this number included 11 females and 7
males in the control group.

First, the assumptions of mixed analysis of variance
were tested. Shapiro-Wilk was used to test the
normality of data distribution and the Leven test was
used to test the homogeneity of error variances and
the M. Box statistic was used to equalize the
covariance matrices of variance. The result of the
Muchly test showed that the value of the chi-square
of emotional schemas in the devaluated/simplistic
view of emotion / overly rational component was
significant at the level of 0.05 and indicated that the
spherical hypothesis was not established for that
component, so the degrees of freedom related to it
were modified by Geisser method. The spherical
assumption was established for the components and
the total empathy score between the data.

Table 1 shows that the treatment of the present
intervention, in contrast to the low expression
component (p <0.05), affected the other components
and the total score of the emotional schemas (p>
0.001) significantly. Also, Table 1 shows that
emotional, cognitive empathy and total empathy
score are significant at the level of 0.01. The results
of the Bonferroni post hoc test showed that cognitive
therapy based on acceptance and commitment with a
focus on self-compassion led to a decrease in the

2452

emotional schemas in the experimental group in the
post-test and follow-up stages compared to the
control group. Also, It showed that the changes in the
mean of the components and the total score of
emotional schemas in the post-test and follow-up
stages are non-significant at the level of 0.05, which
means that the changes persist for two months after
the end of the course. Furthermore, the results of the
Bonferroni post hoc test in the experimental group
increased the mean of the components and the total
empathy score in the post-test and follow-up stages
compared to the control group. Also, the difference
between the mean of the components and the total
score of empathy in the post-test stages and follow-
up was non-significant at the level of 0.05 which
means the persistence of treatment-induced changes
in the components and the total empathy score at the
end of the course.

Conclusion

This study aimed to test the efficacy of cognitive
therapy based on acceptance and commitment with a
focus on self-compassion emotional schemas and
empathy in couples. The results showed that the
present intervention has a significant effect on
emotional schemas and the effects are lasting in the
follow-up period. It seems that providing self-
compassion-based  cognitive intervention, by
teaching healthier mental strategies to oneself, can
have positive effects on emotional schemas. In
interventions, couples become aware of the cycle of
negative attitudes toward themselves. They assess
individual and interpersonal issues with a realistic,
compassionate perspective. The ACT shows couples
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that they can experience unpleasant internal events in
a context of acceptance (as an alternative strategy to
avoidance experience) and still be committed to their
values. In interventions, couples, with acceptance and
mindfulness exercises, and observing their thoughts
and emotions and communicating with them as
transient and separate events from themselves
become aware of the negative impact of rumination,
blame, and controllability on mental health and
interactions. And the efficiency of behaviors is
considered according to shared values. Cognitive
delusion facilitates behavior based on values. This
process creates greater compatibility and a positive
feeling about oneself and the environment.
Mindfulness exercises help reduce emotional pain
and create a balanced mind and safe experience by
increasing courage, the capacity to deal with difficult
emotions, and removing judgment and blame. Thus,
interventions, while affecting defective cognitive
structures, reinforce positive characteristics such as
acceptance of emotions and comprehensibility and
help achieve appropriate mental health levels and
strengthen interpersonal relationships, especially in
marital interactions. The intervention, while focusing
on self-compassion, mediates dysfunctional cognitive
processes, corrects cognitive errors in maladaptive
emotional schemas, reinforces adaptive schemas, and
alters interactive patterns, positive outcomes, and
tangible changes (e.g., marital satisfaction) toward
values.

Also, the findings showed that cognitive therapy
based on acceptance and commitment with a focus on
self-compassion has a significant effect on empathy
and the effects are lasting in the follow-up period.
Explaining the results, it can be said that since
empathy is the ability to understand others
emotionally and cognitively and respond to them
correctly, and cognitive intervention based on
acceptance and commitment with a focus on self-
compassion includes the components of cognitive and
emotional processes, It seems that this intervention
with influencing the cognitive beliefs about oneself
and others and increasing the awareness of one's
emotional and cognitive processes and shared values
and compassionate understanding contribute to
emotional balance, understanding the psychological

Vol. 21, No. 120, March 2023

conditions of others, increasing levels of empathy and
more compassionate and appropriate behaviors. From
the results of the present study and research evidence,
it can be concluded that cognitive therapy based on
acceptance and commitment with a focus on self-
compassion might affect the structure of destructive
and defective attitudes and mental patterns (such as
blame, etc.) on one hand, and on the other strengthen
positive characteristics such as being accepting of
emotions.

One of the limitations of the present study was the age
limit and conducting research in a specific spatial
range and limited period. So, it is necessary to be
careful in generalizing the results to other age groups
and other places. To increase the validity and
generalizability, we need more studies in this field. It
IS suggested that future research be conducted on
other age groups and increase the distance and
number of follow-up steps to further examine the
continuity of interventions. The findings of the
present study can help to expand effective therapies
in the field of couple therapy, and can also be used in
educational and counseling centers.
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I, self compassion
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I, Leahy Emotional Schema Scale (LESS)
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