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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the relationship between marital empathy and emotional intimacy by examining the mediating role of self-
differentiation among couples with marital conflict referring to counseling centers. This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational
design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of all couples with marital conflict referring to
counseling centers in Karaj in 2025. Using simple random sampling, 220 participants were initially selected, of whom 200 were included
in the final analysis after incomplete or invalid questionnaires were excluded. Data were collected using the Bagarozzi Marital Intimacy
Needs Questionnaire, Jolliffe and Farrington Basic Empathy Scale, and Skowron and Friedlander Differentiation of Self Inventory-
Revised. Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and structural equation modeling with SPSS-27 and SmartPLS 3.3. Marital
empathy had significant positive direct effects on self-differentiation (f=0.571) and emotional intimacy ($=0.567). Self-differentiation
also had a significant positive direct effect on emotional intimacy ($=0.325). The indirect effect of marital empathy on emotional intimacy
through self-differentiation was 0.186, whereas its total effect was 0.753. The coefficients of determination were R2=0.326 for self-
differentiation and R2=0.635 for emotional intimacy. Furthermore, GOF=0.536, NFI1=0.975, and Q? values of 0.250 for self-differentiation
and 0.350 for emotional intimacy indicated adequate model fit and predictive relevance. Self-differentiation plays an important mediating
role in the association between marital empathy and emotional intimacy; therefore, interventions simultaneously targeting empathy,
emotional regulation, psychological boundaries, and emotional autonomy may contribute to greater emotional intimacy among couples
experiencing marital conflict.

Keywords: Marital Empathy, Emotional Intimacy, Self-Differentiation, Marital Conflict, Couples, Structural Equation Modeling
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most influential interpersonal contexts for psychological well-being,
emotional security, and family stability. Contemporary couples frequently encounter multiple sources of
interpersonal strain arising from changing social expectations, economic pressures, role transitions, and increasingly
complex emotional demands. Under such conditions, the quality of emotional interaction between spouses becomes
particularly important because persistent marital strain may gradually weaken supportive exchanges, emotional
responsiveness, and the sense of connection between partners (Carasso & Segel-Karpas, 2024). Marital quality
is also associated with the extent to which spouses demonstrate compassion and sensitivity toward one another,

suggesting that the emotional climate of marriage is closely linked to the capacity to perceive and respond
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appropriately to a partner’s psychological experiences (McNeil & Repetti, 2023). Emotional intimacy is therefore
a central component of a healthy marital relationship. It involves the capacity to communicate personal feelings,
experience vulnerability in the presence of one’s spouse, feel understood and emotionally accepted, and maintain a
meaningful affective bond despite disagreements or stressful circumstances. Difficulties in marital interaction may
undermine this intimacy, whereas perspective-taking can facilitate emotional closeness by helping spouses
understand each other’s experiences during conflict (Demetrovics & Jurin, 2025). One of the major interpersonal
capacities contributing to such processes is marital empathy. Empathy enables individuals to recognize and
understand the feelings, thoughts, needs, and perspectives of their spouses and to respond in a sensitive and
contextually appropriate manner. Evidence indicates that emotional empathy is associated with higher marital
quality (Eftekhari Moghaddam et al., 2023), better adjustment and couple functioning (Mirbagheri et al.,
2025), and higher perceived quality of marital relationships across different durations of marriage (Pavlenko &
Krasnikova, 2024). Empathy has also been identified as an important correlate of marital satisfaction and marital
success (Macialek & Halian, 2026), while marital awareness may help explain the connection between empathy,
satisfaction, and forgiveness within marriage (Sahin & Sirin, 2025). Furthermore, empathy and forgiveness have
been linked to marital harmony, indicating that empathic understanding may facilitate more constructive and
emotionally secure interaction patterns (Reza et al., 2021). Nevertheless, empathy alone may not be sufficient to
create sustainable emotional intimacy. The ability to understand a spouse’s emotions must be accompanied by the
capacity to preserve psychological boundaries and regulate one’s own emotional responses. Self-differentiation,
derived from Bowen family systems theory, refers to an individual’s capacity to maintain a coherent sense of self
while remaining emotionally connected to significant others and to distinguish thoughtful responding from
immediate emotional reactivity (Titelman, 2014). A differentiated person can remain close to a partner without
losing autonomy or becoming excessively fused with the partner’s emotional states. Therapeutic perspectives on
differentiation similarly emphasize the importance of maintaining a stable self in emotionally intense relationships
(Firestone et al., 2013). Empirical evidence suggests that self-differentiation is associated with marital intimacy
(Rafezi & Sabouri, 2022), relationship satisfaction and spousal caregiving (Finzi-Dottan & Schiff, 2022), and
lower fear of intimacy (Finzi-Dottan, 2023). Training in self-differentiation has also been shown to improve
family processes and marital intimacy among couples experiencing marital conflict (Jafari et al., 2024). In
addition, self-differentiation has emerged as an important mediator in models of marital intimacy (Teyman et al.,
2025), marital satisfaction (Fallahzadeh & Sivandian, 2025), marital adjustment (Siahuyi et al., 2025), and the
association of family-related factors with marital conflict and intimacy (Iranpour & Ramezani, 2026). Structural
evidence further indicates that self-differentiation is interconnected with conflict resolution styles, emotional
intimacy, and marital stability (Claustres et al., 2026). Marital intimacy has also been positioned within broader
models involving cognitive flexibility, differentiation of self, and emotion regulation (Kamalinia et al., 2023).
From this perspective, self-differentiation may represent an important psychological mechanism through which
empathy is transformed into emotionally intimate interaction. A spouse may be highly sensitive to the other

partner’s feelings, yet insufficient differentiation could lead to emotional fusion, excessive reactivity, or withdrawal,
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whereas greater differentiation may enable empathic engagement without loss of psychological autonomy. This
proposition is compatible with approaches emphasizing mindful differentiation in couple therapy (Regas, 2019)
and with evidence linking differentiation to intimacy processes (Neuenschwander, 2010). Fear of intimacy and
maladaptive emotional responses may further disrupt marital adjustment when psychological boundaries and
emotion regulation are compromised (Riggs, 2014). Although previous studies have independently demonstrated
associations among empathy, marital quality, self-differentiation, adjustment, and intimacy, comparatively limited
research has examined marital empathy, self-differentiation, and emotional intimacy simultaneously within a single
mediational model, particularly among couples experiencing marital conflict and seeking counseling services.
Therefore, the present study aimed to explain the relationship between marital empathy and emotional intimacy by
examining the mediating role of self-differentiation among couples referring to counseling centers.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of all couples with marital conflict who referred to counseling centers
in Karaj in 2025. Based on sample-size considerations for structural equation modeling and allowing for possible
attrition or unusable responses, 220 individuals were initially selected through simple random sampling. The
inclusion criteria were being between 25 and 45 years of age, having experienced no major stressful event such as
divorce, death of a close relative, job loss, or serious accident during the preceding six months, and having been
married for at least one year and no more than ten years. Exclusion criteria included a history of neurological or
psychiatric disorders requiring hospitalization and incomplete or invalid questionnaire responses. After data
screening, 20 questionnaires were excluded and data from 200 participants were retained for the final analyses.
Emotional intimacy was assessed using the Bagarozzi Marital Intimacy Needs Questionnaire, a 41-item instrument
assessing emotional, psychological, intellectual, sexual, physical, spiritual, aesthetic, and recreational-social
dimensions of intimacy. Marital empathy was measured using the Jolliffe and Farrington Basic Empathy Scale,
consisting of 20 items assessing cognitive and affective empathy. Self-differentiation was measured using the
revised Skowron and Friedlander Differentiation of Self Inventory, comprising 46 items across emotional reactivity,
I-position, emotional cutoff, and fusion with others. After receiving the necessary institutional and ethical approvals,
participants were informed about the objectives and procedures of the study, confidentiality of information,
voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any time. Questionnaires were completed during a 60-day
data-collection period. Data screening included examination and management of missing values, careless
responding, and outliers. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and structural equation modeling
were applied. Measurement-model quality was evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average
variance extracted, and discriminant validity criteria. The structural model was evaluated through path coefficients,
coefficients of determination, predictive relevance indices, and overall model-fit indices. Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS version 3.3.

Findings
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The final sample comprised 200 participants. Prior to testing the structural model, the measurement properties of
the constructs were examined and found to be satisfactory. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients were 0.798 for emotional
intimacy, 0.788 for marital empathy, and 0.751 for self-differentiation, while composite reliability values were
0.847, 0.825, and 0.901, respectively. Average variance extracted values were 0.580 for emotional intimacy, 0.625
for marital empathy, and 0.585 for self-differentiation, supporting convergent validity. The Fornell-Larcker
criterion also supported discriminant validity. Pearson correlation analysis revealed significant positive associations
among all study variables. Emotional intimacy was positively correlated with marital empathy at 0.752 and with
self-differentiation at 0.648, while marital empathy was positively correlated with self-differentiation at 0.571.
Structural equation modeling showed that marital empathy had a positive direct effect on self-differentiation, with
a path coefficient of 0.571. Self-differentiation, in turn, had a positive direct effect on emotional intimacy, with a
path coefficient of 0.325. Marital empathy also exerted a substantial positive direct effect on emotional intimacy,
with a path coefficient of 0.567. The indirect effect of marital empathy on emotional intimacy through self-
differentiation was 0.186, whereas the total effect of marital empathy on emotional intimacy was 0.753. These
results supported the mediating role of self-differentiation in the association between marital empathy and emotional
intimacy. The coefficient of determination was 0.326 for self-differentiation and 0.635 for emotional intimacy,
indicating that the model explained a moderate proportion of variance in self-differentiation and a substantial
proportion of variance in emotional intimacy. The goodness-of-fit index was 0.536, exceeding the criterion for a
strong overall fit. Predictive relevance values were 0.250 for self-differentiation and 0.350 for emotional intimacy,
indicating moderate and strong predictive relevance, respectively. The normed fit index was 0.975, further
confirming the adequacy of the proposed structural model. Overall, the findings demonstrated that marital empathy
was related to emotional intimacy both directly and indirectly through increased self-differentiation.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide support for a process-oriented explanation of emotional intimacy in which marital empathy
and self-differentiation operate as complementary interpersonal and intrapersonal resources. The substantial direct
association between marital empathy and emotional intimacy suggests that the ability to accurately perceive and
understand a spouse’s emotional experiences facilitates a relationship climate characterized by acceptance,
emotional availability, and psychological safety. When spouses perceive that their thoughts, feelings, and
vulnerabilities are recognized rather than dismissed or misinterpreted, they may be more willing to communicate
personal experiences openly and engage in deeper emotional exchanges. Empathy can therefore reduce defensive
responding, increase responsiveness to emotional needs, and create conditions in which intimate communication
becomes more likely. The positive relationship between marital empathy and self-differentiation further suggests
that empathic functioning in healthy marital relationships is not synonymous with emotional fusion. Rather,
adaptive empathy appears compatible with the capacity to remain psychologically distinct while maintaining
emotional involvement. Individuals who can understand their partners without being overwhelmed by their
partners’ emotional states may be better able to preserve emotional balance, sustain an autonomous position, and

respond thoughtfully rather than reactively during disagreement. The positive effect of self-differentiation on



b33 ) OIS g (U ) 5! (i

emotional intimacy reinforces the notion that intimacy requires a balance between closeness and individuality.
Excessive fusion may cause spouses to experience their partners’ emotions as threatening or overwhelming, whereas
excessive emotional cutoff may prevent meaningful closeness. Greater differentiation allows individuals to remain
involved in the relationship while maintaining coherent psychological boundaries, thereby creating a form of
intimacy based on voluntary connection rather than dependency or emotional enmeshment. The mediating effect
identified in the present study is particularly important because it indicates that marital empathy contributes to
emotional intimacy partly through the development or activation of differentiated relational functioning. In other
words, empathy may facilitate intimacy most effectively when individuals are capable of processing their partners’
feelings without abandoning their own identity, values, and emotional regulation. This mechanism may help explain
why some highly empathic individuals nevertheless experience difficulty maintaining satisfying intimacy: when
empathy is accompanied by emotional fusion, heightened reactivity, or weak boundaries, emotional sensitivity may
produce exhaustion, anxiety, or withdrawal instead of secure closeness. Conversely, when empathic sensitivity
operates within a differentiated sense of self, spouses can acknowledge emotional differences without interpreting
them as rejection or relational threat. The relatively high proportion of explained variance in emotional intimacy
further indicates that combining an interpersonal variable such as empathy with an intrapersonal-relational capacity
such as self-differentiation provides a meaningful framework for understanding emotional closeness among couples
with marital conflict. These findings have practical implications for counseling and couple therapy. Interventions
designed to improve emotional intimacy may be more effective when they move beyond simply teaching spouses
to recognize each other’s emotions and also strengthen emotional regulation, psychological boundaries, I-position,
tolerance of disagreement, and the capacity to remain connected without becoming fused or emotionally cut off.
Such an integrated approach may help couples convert empathic understanding into stable and mature emotional
intimacy. In conclusion, marital empathy was positively associated with emotional intimacy both directly and
indirectly through self-differentiation. Self-differentiation therefore appears to function as an important mediating
mechanism through which empathic capacities are translated into deeper emotional connection. Strengthening both
empathy and differentiation may consequently provide a useful therapeutic pathway for improving emotional
intimacy and relational functioning among couples experiencing marital conflict.
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