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Abstract

This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy in improving
interpersonal mindfulness and reducing co-rumination among couples experiencing marital conflict. This applied quasi-experimental study
employed a pretest—posttest control-group design with a two-month follow-up. The statistical population comprised couples with marital
conflict who attended family counseling centers in Mashhad, Iran, during 2024-2025. Fifteen couples, including 30 individuals, were
selected through purposive sampling and randomly assigned to paradoxical couple therapy, affective reconstructive therapy, and control
groups. The paradoxical couple therapy group received seven intervention sessions, whereas the affective reconstructive therapy group
participated in eight sessions. The control group received no intervention during the study period. Data were collected using the
Interpersonal Mindfulness Scale, Co-Rumination Questionnaire, and Marital Conflict Questionnaire. Repeated-measures analysis of
variance with the Greenhouse—Geisser correction and Bonferroni post hoc comparisons was performed using SPSS version 25. The
repeated-measures analysis revealed significant effects of time, group, and the time-by-group interaction on interpersonal mindfulness
and co-rumination (p <.05). Bonferroni comparisons indicated that both paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy
significantly increased interpersonal mindfulness and significantly reduced co-rumination compared with the control condition (p < .05).
However, no statistically significant differences were found between the two intervention groups in their effects on either interpersonal
mindfulness or co-rumination (p > .05). The therapeutic improvements observed following both interventions were maintained at the two-
month follow-up assessment. Paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy appear to be effective and relatively durable
interventions for enhancing interpersonal mindfulness and reducing co-rumination among couples with marital conflict. Because neither
intervention demonstrated superior effectiveness, treatment selection may be guided by couples’ characteristics, therapists’ expertise, and
available clinical resources. Nevertheless, the smaller number of sessions required for paradoxical couple therapy may make it a more
time- and cost-efficient therapeutic option.

Keywords: Affective Reconstructive Therapy, Co-Rumination, Interpersonal Mindfulness, Marital Conflict, Paradoxical Couple Therapy
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most influential interpersonal contexts affecting psychological well-
being, emotional security, family functioning, and quality of life. Although conflict is an inevitable component of
intimate relationships, persistent and unresolved marital conflict may gradually transform ordinary disagreements
into stable cycles of criticism, defensiveness, withdrawal, emotional distancing, and mutual dissatisfaction. Such
conflict is associated with impaired family functioning, reduced cooperation, weakened communication, and
increased vulnerability to separation and emotional divorce (Bakhshipour et al., 2017; Hosseini Gheidari et al.,
2020). Contemporary couple research has increasingly moved beyond the mere frequency of conflict and has
focused on the cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal processes through which conflict is maintained. Two
particularly relevant processes are interpersonal mindfulness and co-rumination. Interpersonal mindfulness refers
to the capacity to remain attentive, aware, nonjudgmental, and nonreactive while interacting with another person.
It includes presence during communication, awareness of one’s own and the partner’s internal states, acceptance
without premature judgment, and the ability to refrain from automatic emotional reactions (Khoury et al., 2023;
Pratscher et al., 2018). Evidence suggests that mindfulness within close relationships is associated with better
emotional regulation, greater psychological safety, enhanced relationship satisfaction, and more adaptive family
interactions (Dias Martins et al., 2025; DiMarzio et al., 2022). Interpersonal mindfulness may therefore protect

couples against impulsive responses, hostile interpretations, and emotionally escalated exchanges. Recent findings
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have also indicated that interpersonal mindfulness is closely connected with emotion regulation and emotional
divorce among Iranian couples (Seyyed Aghaei & Karami, 2026). In contrast, co-rumination involves excessive,
repetitive, and negatively focused discussion of personal or relational problems without effective movement toward
problem solving. Although it may superficially resemble emotional disclosure, co-rumination is characterized by
repeatedly revisiting distressing events, speculating about adverse consequences, reinforcing negative emotions,
and mutually encouraging continued problem-focused discussion (Rose et al., 2014). In marital relationships, co-
rumination may intensify depressive affect, reduce marital satisfaction, and perpetuate conflict by keeping partners
cognitively and emotionally attached to unresolved negative experiences (Rehman & Hossain, 2024).
Longitudinal evidence further suggests that co-rumination and depressive symptoms may reinforce one another
over time (Li et al., 2026). Accordingly, interventions that interrupt automatic conflict cycles, strengthen
awareness during interaction, and transform repetitive negative conversations may be beneficial for conflicted
couples.

Paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy represent two theoretically distinct approaches that
may influence these processes. Paradoxical couple therapy is an integrative, brief intervention rooted in
psychodynamic, behavioral, cognitive, and systemic traditions, while relying operationally on behavioral
prescriptions, symptom scheduling, and the intentional reproduction of problematic interactions. By prescribing a
distressing behavior within a defined time and context, the therapy transforms the behavior from an involuntary and
anxiety-provoking pattern into a voluntary and observable act. This shift may reduce resistance, increase perceived
control, and enable partners to observe their interactional patterns more consciously (Besharat, 2018; Besharat,
2023). Previous studies have supported the effectiveness of paradoxical interventions in reducing marital conflict,
improving emotion regulation, decreasing anxiety sensitivity, and reducing ruminative responses (Babaei et al.,
2023; Chitgarzadeh et al., 2023; Etesamipour & Ramazanzadeh Moghadam, 2023; Saeedi Nejad et al.,
2025). Affective reconstructive therapy, in contrast, emphasizes the developmental and emotional origins of current
relational distress. It helps couples identify how early relational experiences, emotional vulnerabilities, and
previously adaptive coping strategies shape present patterns of conflict. Through empathic listening, cognitive
examination, exploration of family-of-origin experiences, and reconstruction of emotional exchanges, partners learn
to understand the deeper meaning of one another’s reactions and to respond less defensively (Gasbarrini & Snyder,
2019; Snyder, 1999; Snyder & Mitchell, 2008). Empirical studies have shown that this approach can improve
marital trust, satisfaction, forgiveness, psychological well-being, and cognitive emotion regulation (Gorjian
Mahlabani et al., 2022; Rajabi et al., 2020; Seifi Ghuzlu et al., 2022, 2024). However, limited evidence is
available regarding the direct comparison of these two interventions in relation to interpersonal mindfulness and
co-rumination. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of paradoxical couple therapy and
affective reconstructive therapy on interpersonal mindfulness and co-rumination among couples with marital
conflict.

Methods and Materials
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This applied study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest control-group design with a two-month follow-
up. The statistical population consisted of couples with marital conflict who attended family counseling centers in
Mashhad, Iran, during 2024-2025. Fifteen couples, comprising 30 individuals, were selected through purposive
sampling after screening for elevated marital conflict and were randomly assigned to three groups: paradoxical
couple therapy, affective reconstructive therapy, and a control group. Each group included five couples, equivalent
to 10 participants. Inclusion criteria were an age range of 20 to 50 years, at least a high school diploma, a marital
conflict score above the sample mean, willingness of both spouses to participate, provision of informed consent,
and no concurrent psychological, counseling, or couple-therapy services. Exclusion criteria included absence from
more than two treatment sessions, repeated lateness exceeding 15 minutes, failure to complete therapeutic
assignments, initiation of another psychological intervention, or voluntary withdrawal.

Data were collected using the Interpersonal Mindfulness Scale, the Co-Rumination Questionnaire, and the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire. The Interpersonal Mindfulness Scale contains 27 items and assesses presence, awareness
of self and others, nonjudgmental acceptance, and nonreactivity. The Co-Rumination Questionnaire contains 26
items and measures repetitive, negatively focused, and nonconstructive discussion of problems. The Marital
Conflict Questionnaire contains 54 items and was used primarily for screening eligible couples.

The paradoxical couple therapy intervention was delivered in seven sessions. The protocol included assessment of
conflict patterns, explanation of the paradoxical treatment rationale, scheduled turn-taking management, intentional
reconstruction of problematic exchanges, paradoxical bilateral dialogue, behavioral analysis, review of homework,
and development of a self-treatment plan. The affective reconstructive therapy intervention was delivered in eight
sessions. It included establishing a therapeutic alliance, examining relationship crises, strengthening the marital
unit, teaching communication skills, challenging maladaptive cognitions, exploring developmental sources of
distress, reconstructing emotional experiences, and practicing more adaptive emotional responses. The control
group received no intervention during the study period. Assessments were administered at pretest, posttest, and two-
month follow-up.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25. Descriptive statistics included means and standard deviations. Chi-
square tests were used to examine demographic group equivalence. The assumptions of repeated-measures analysis
of variance were assessed through the Shapiro-Wilk test, Levene’s test, Box’s M test, and Mauchly’s test of
sphericity. When the sphericity assumption was violated, the Greenhouse-Geisser correction was applied. Repeated-
measures analysis of variance was used to examine the main effects of time and group and the time-by-group
interaction. Bonferroni post hoc comparisons were conducted to identify between-group differences. The statistical
significance level was set at .05.

Findings

The repeated-measures analysis demonstrated significant changes in both interpersonal mindfulness and co-
rumination across the three assessment stages. For interpersonal mindfulness, the main effect of time was
significant, F = 76.73, p = .005, n? = .85. The time-by-group interaction was also significant, F = 29.04, p = .005,
1% = .56, indicating that the pattern of change differed across the three groups. In addition, the between-group effect
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was significant, F = 5.32, p = .001, n? = .20. Bonferroni comparisons showed no significant difference between
paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy, with a mean difference of 0.56 and p = 1.00.
However, paradoxical couple therapy produced significantly higher interpersonal mindfulness than the control
condition, with a mean difference of 9.82 and p = .002. Affective reconstructive therapy also produced significantly
higher interpersonal mindfulness than the control group, with a mean difference of 9.12 and p = .004. These
improvements were maintained at the two-month follow-up.

For co-rumination, the main effect of time was significant, F = 100.36, p = .005, n?> = .69. The time-by-group
interaction was significant, F = 18.83, p = .005, n? = .45, and the between-group effect was also significant, F =
7.01, p = .005, n?> = .23. Bonferroni comparisons indicated no significant difference between paradoxical couple
therapy and affective reconstructive therapy, with a mean difference of —0.75 and p = 1.00. In contrast, the
paradoxical couple therapy group demonstrated significantly lower co-rumination than the control group, with a
mean difference of —11.62 and p =.001. The affective reconstructive therapy group also showed significantly lower
co-rumination than the control group, with a mean difference of —10.87 and p = .001. The reductions observed in
both intervention groups persisted at the follow-up stage.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings showed that both paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy were effective in
increasing interpersonal mindfulness among couples with marital conflict. The significant time-by-group interaction
indicated that the observed improvements were attributable to the interventions rather than to repeated measurement
or the passage of time alone. Paradoxical couple therapy may have enhanced interpersonal mindfulness by
transforming automatic and uncontrolled conflict behaviors into intentional, scheduled, and observable interactions.
When couples are instructed to reproduce a problematic behavior within a specific time frame, they become more
aware of the triggers, emotional states, bodily reactions, and interpersonal consequences associated with that
behavior. This deliberate reconstruction reduces the involuntary quality of the conflict and creates psychological
distance from habitual reactions. Scheduled turn-taking and paradoxical bilateral dialogue may also prevent
immediate escalation and increase the partners’ capacity to listen, observe, and respond rather than react
impulsively.

Affective reconstructive therapy may have improved interpersonal mindfulness through a different pathway. By
exploring developmental experiences, emotional vulnerabilities, and maladaptive coping strategies, couples were
encouraged to interpret current conflict within a broader emotional context. This process may reduce hostile
attribution and personalization of the partner’s behavior. When individuals recognize that anger, withdrawal,
criticism, or defensiveness may reflect fear, insecurity, shame, or unmet attachment needs, they are more likely to
respond with empathy and less likely to react judgmentally. The communication exercises, empathic listening, role-
playing, and emotional reconstruction components of the intervention may further strengthen awareness of self and
partner during conflict.

Both interventions also significantly reduced co-rumination. In paradoxical couple therapy, scheduling conflict-

related dialogue may have prevented repetitive negative conversations from spreading across daily life. By
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restricting problematic exchanges to defined periods, the intervention likely reduced the compulsive and intrusive
guality of co-rumination. Intentional repetition of the conflict pattern may also have allowed couples to recognize
its redundancy and lack of usefulness. In affective reconstructive therapy, co-rumination may have decreased
because conversations shifted from repetitive description and blame toward identification of underlying emotions,
needs, and developmental meanings. Rather than repeatedly reviewing what happened, couples learned to
understand why the event was emotionally significant and how it activated longstanding vulnerabilities.

The absence of a significant difference between the two treatment approaches suggests that distinct therapeutic
mechanisms can produce comparable outcomes. Paradoxical couple therapy modifies the timing, structure, and
voluntary control of conflict, whereas affective reconstructive therapy changes the meaning, emotional depth, and
interpretation of relational exchanges. Nevertheless, both approaches reduce automatic reactivity, improve
emotional awareness, and promote more purposeful communication. Their common effects may explain why
neither demonstrated statistical superiority.

Overall, paradoxical couple therapy and affective reconstructive therapy appear to be effective and relatively
durable interventions for enhancing interpersonal mindfulness and reducing co-rumination among couples
experiencing marital conflict. Treatment selection may therefore be based on the couple’s clinical characteristics,
readiness for emotional exploration, therapist expertise, available resources, and practical constraints. Because
paradoxical couple therapy required fewer sessions, it may offer a more time-efficient option in settings where
treatment duration and cost are important considerations.
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