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ABSTRACT

This study was conducted to compare the effectiveness of compassion-focused
therapy (CFT) and emotion-focused therapy (EFT) on emotional self-awareness
and distress tolerance in women experiencing emotional divorce. The research
method was a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-test, and control
group. The total statistical population consisted of 67 women experiencing
emotional divorce who referred to the Rahnama Counseling Center in
Tonekabon city for marital conflict resolution. Based on the scores from the
Gottman Emotional Divorce Questionnaire, 45 individuals were purposefully
selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control
group (15 participants in the group). Participants were assessed using the
Emotional Self-Awareness Questionnaire by Rieffe et al. and the Distress
Tolerance Scale by Simons and Gaher. The first experimental group received
eight 90-minute sessions of compassion-focused therapy and the second
experimental group received nine 90-minute sessions of emotion-focused
therapy, while control group did not receive any intervention. The questionnaires
were administered again to all three groups after the intervention. Data were
analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). The results showed that both
compassion-focused therapy and emotion-focused therapy had a significant
effect on increasing emotional self-awareness and distress tolerance. However,
compassion-focused therapy had a greater impact on distress tolerance, while
emotion-focused therapy was more effective in enhancing emotional self-
awareness. Overall, both therapies are suitable methods for improving emotional
self-awareness and distress tolerance in women experiencing emotional divorce.
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Compassion-focused therapy, Emotion-focused therapy, Emotional self-
awareness, Distress tolerance.
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Introduction

Emotional divorce is one of the hidden forms of marital relationship erosion, which is usually
accompanied by decreased intimacy, emotional distance, chronic conflicts, and a decline in the
quality of life (Al-Baz, 2019; Jarwan & Al-frehat, 2020). In such a situation, the two constructs
of "emotional self-awareness" and "distress tolerance" play a decisive role in how emotional
experiences are processed and relational tensions are managed; emotional self-awareness is
related to the ability to recognize, name, and understand emotions and can be effective in
emotion regulation and interpersonal interactions (Sweetnam & Flack, 2023; Uzaun & Lok,
2020). Distress tolerance is also the capacity to tolerate unpleasant emotions and continue goal-
directed behavior under pressure and is important in reducing impulsive/avoidant reactions
(Holzhauer et al., 2017). Third-wave approaches, including compassion-based therapy and
emotion-focused therapy, focusing on emotional transformation and improving intrapersonal
and interpersonal functioning, are reliable treatment options in this area (Gilbert, 2009; 2014;
Johnson, 2019).

Materials and methods

The present study was a quasi-experimental study with a pretest-posttest design with a control
group. The statistical population included 67 women experiencing emotional divorce who
referred to the Rahnama Counseling Center in Tonekabon city (first five months of 1403). After
screening and meeting the inclusion criteria, 48 people were selected purposefully and then
randomly assigned to three groups. During the implementation, two people dropped out (one
person in each experimental group) and finally, the final sample included three groups of 15
people (two experimental groups and one control group).

The first experimental group received compassion-based therapy for 8 90-minute sessions
(one session per week); the second experimental group received emotion-focused therapy for 9
90-minute sessions (one session per week), and the control group received no intervention
during this period. To facilitate implementation and group management, each experimental
group was divided into two subgroups (about 8 people) and the sessions were held under
identical time conditions.

Data collection tools included: Rieffe et al's (2008) Emotional Self-Awareness
Questionnaire (Cronbach's alpha in the present study: 0.80), Simons and Gaher's (2005) Distress
Tolerance Scale (alpha: 0.79), and Gottman's (1995) Emotional Divorce Questionnaire (alpha:
0.81). After the pre-test, interventions were administered and then the post-test was
administered. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance and Bonferroni post-tests.

Results and findings

Descriptive indices showed that both treatments improved the two variables "emotional self-
awareness" and "distress tolerance" compared to the control group. In the emotional self-
awareness variable, the mean of the compassion-based treatment group changed from
5.914£87.42 in the pre-test to 6.46+01.6 in the post-test, and in the emotion-focused treatment
group it increased from 5.41+73.24 to 5.45421.5 in the control group; while the control group
showed little change (3.21+40.80 to 2.41£27.49). In the distress tolerance variable, the mean of
the compassion-based group increased from 3.45+33.73 to 3.43+43.60, and in the emotion-
focused group it increased from 3.33420.40 to 3.37+07.08; In contrast, the control group was
almost constant (4.33+33.60 to 3.84+33.73).

The results of the analysis of covariance for emotional self-awareness showed that the group
effect was significant (Sig = 0.001, F = 62.37) and the effect size was reported to be 0.757,
indicating a significant contribution of the intervention to the post-test changes. Bonferroni's
post hoc test also showed that the mean difference between compassion and emotion-focused
therapy was significant (mean difference -0.97, Sig = 0.026) and both treatments were
significant compared to control (compassion with control: 2.80, Sig = 0.001; emotion-focused
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with control: 3.77, Sig = 0.001). The pattern of these findings indicates that emotion-focused
therapy was more effective in increasing emotional self-awareness.

A significant group effect was also reported in distress tolerance (Sig = 0.001, F = 59.61) with
an effect size of 0.74. Bonferroni results indicated a significant difference between the two
treatments (mean difference 1.19, Sig = 0.030) and also a significant difference between both
treatments and control (compassion versus control: 4.67, Sig = 0.001; emotion-focused versus
control: 3.47, Sig = 0.001). Overall, compassion-based treatment was more effective in
increasing distress tolerance.

Conclusion

The findings showed that both compassion-based and emotion-focused treatment approaches
can significantly improve emotional self-awareness and distress tolerance in women
experiencing emotional divorce. However, the pattern of effectiveness was different: emotion-
focused treatment was more effective in strengthening components related to emotion
awareness/processing, and compassion-based treatment was more effective in increasing the
capacity to tolerate unpleasant emotions and distress management. Therefore, in treatment
planning for emotional divorce, the choice of approach can be made according to the “treatment
goal” (focusing on increasing emotional self-awareness or increasing distress tolerance) and can
also be used in a complementary manner.

Keywords
Compassion-focused therapy, Emotion-focused therapy, Emotional self-awareness, Distress
tolerance.
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1. Emotional divorce questionnaire

2. Guttman

3. Compassion focused therapy educational package
4. Emotional Focused therapy educational package
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