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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Couple relationships represent one of the most complex forms of interpersonal
interaction, in which emotional security, mutual understanding, and adaptive
conflict management play a central role. Among the core psychological capacities
underlying healthy couple functioning, mentalizing the ability to perceive and
interpret one’s own and the partner’s mental states has been identified as a
fundamental mechanism for relational stability and emotional regulation (Matin et
al., 2025). Mentalizing allows partners to remain curious about each other’s inner
experiences, regulate emotional arousal, and respond flexibly during moments of
disagreement (Bateman et al., 2023). However, mentalizing is a dynamic and
context-sensitive capacity that is particularly vulnerable in close relationships,
where heightened emotional arousal, attachment-related threats, and stress can
lead to breakdowns in reflective functioning (Fonagy et al., 2017). Such
breakdowns contribute to rigid interpretations, emotional escalation, and
persistent relational conflict (Lebow & Snyder, 2022). In parallel, emotional
health constitutes a key dimension of relational well-being, reflecting individuals’
capacity to experience, regulate, and recover from emotional states. Given the
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reciprocal interaction between mentalizing and emotional health, examining
interventions that target these processes is of critical importance.

2. Literature Review
A growing body of empirical research highlights the central role of mentalizing in
couple relationships, particularly in the regulation of emotions and the
management of relational conflict. Higher mentalizing capacity has been
associated with reduced emotional reactivity, greater flexibility in interpreting
partners’ behaviors, and more adaptive responses to relational stressors
(Lieberman, 2025; Schwarzer et al., 2021). In contrast, impairments in
mentalizing are linked to emotional dysregulation, rigid interactional patterns, and
heightened vulnerability to relational distress (Fonagy et al., 2017). Recent
evidence suggests that mentalizing operates as a core relational mechanism
through which emotional arousal, cognitive biases, and physiological stress
influence couple interactions, shaping partners’ ability to remain engaged,
curious, and emotionally responsive under relational pressure (Matin et al., 2025).
Mentalizing has also been identified as a protective factor in intimate
relationships, buffering the negative effects of early relational trauma and
reducing the severity of psychological and emotional violence within couples
(Lassri & Gvirts-Maidan, 2024; Trombetta et al., 2024). From an intervention
perspective, Mentalization-Based Therapy (MBT), grounded in attachment theory,
aims to restore reflective functioning within emotionally charged relational
contexts and has demonstrated effectiveness in improving emotion regulation and
interpersonal functioning (Bateman & Fonagy, 2019; de Oliveira et al., 2016). In
contrast, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT) prioritizes emotional
accessibility, responsiveness, and engagement by facilitating the expression of
vulnerable emotions, with strong empirical support for enhancing emotional
security and relational satisfaction (Johnson, 2019; Lebow & Snyder, 2022).
Despite their shared attachment-based foundations, these approaches emphasize
distinct therapeutic mechanisms, and comparative evidence regarding their
differential effects on mentalizing capacity and emotional health in couples
remains limited.

3. Methodology

This study employed a Single-Case Experimental Design (SCED) with multiple
baseline measurements across participants to compare the effects of
Mentalization-Based Intervention (MBI) and Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT)
on couples’ mentalizing capacity and emotional health. Participants were six
couples experiencing marital conflict, recruited voluntarily from counseling
centers in Hamadan, Iran, in 2023. To ensure diversity and baseline equivalence,
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couples were matched on age, relationship duration, cultural background, and
relationship type, and randomly assigned to either MBI or EFT groups. Each
intervention consisted of ten weekly sessions, combining individual and couple
formats (60-120 minutes per session). Assessments were conducted across three
baseline points, three intervention points, and two follow-up points at 15-day
intervals, using validated measures of mentalizing and emotional health. Data
were analyzed using visual inspection, the Reliable Change Index (RCI), and
Mean Percentage Improvement (MPI) to evaluate intervention effects and
stability.

4. Results

Both interventions produced significant improvements in mentalizing capacity

and emotional health among all participating couples.

Mentalizing Capacity:

o Mentalization-Based Intervention (MBI): Post-treatment effects for couples 1,
2, and 3 were 66.33%, with overall follow-up improvement of 83.50%. RCI
values were (31.19, 3.3), (5.5, 3.3), and (84.28, 2.3), all z > 1.96, p < 0.05,
indicating statistically significant changes.

o Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT): Post-treatment effects were similar
during the intervention, with a total follow-up improvement of 85.36%. RCI
values were (26.5, 3.3), (34.43, 3.3), and (36.81, 3.3), all z> 1.96, p < 0.05.

Emotional Health:

o MBI: Post-treatment improvement in couples 1, 2, and 3 was 83.32%, with
follow-up improvement of 66.36%. RCI values were (51.84, 4.4), (44.63, 4.4),
and (85.7, 4.4), all z>1.96, p < 0.05.

o EFT: Post-treatment improvement was 83.41%, with follow-up improvement
of 83.49%. RCI values were (55.05, 4.5), (82.65, 4.4), and (91.82, 4.4), all z >
1.96, p < 0.05.

Comparative analysis revealed that EFT had a stronger effect on emotional health

during both the intervention and follow-up phases, while MBI showed greater

sustainability in mentalizing capacity at follow-up. During the intervention phase,
both approaches produced similar gains in mentalizing, highlighting the
complementary strengths of these attachment-based interventions.

5. Discussion

Overall, the findings demonstrated that both Mentalization-Based Intervention
(MBI1) and Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) were effective in improving
couples’ mentalizing capacity and emotional health. With respect to mentalizing,
both interventions yielded comparable improvements during the treatment phase;
however, MBI showed greater stability and maintenance of gains at follow-up.
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This pattern suggests that the structured and process-focused components of MBI
such as monitoring emotional arousal, identifying mentalizing breakdowns, and
restoring balance across the four dimensions of mentalizing—facilitate sustained
reflective functioning beyond therapy. These findings are consistent with previous
research emphasizing the role of mentalization in empathy, emotion regulation,
and conflict management in couple relationships (Fonagy & Bateman, 2016;
McCann, 2022; Gohari et al., 2022). In contrast, EFT demonstrated stronger
effects on emotional health, likely due to its emphasis on accessing and
restructuring vulnerable emotions within the attachment bond (Johnson, 2007;
Beasley & Ager, 2019). Together, these results suggest that while both approaches
enhance relational functioning, they exert differential effects across cognitive and
emotional domains, highlighting the importance of tailoring interventions to
couples’ primary relational needs.

6. Conclusion

The findings indicate that both Mentalization-Based Intervention (MBI) and
Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) significantly enhanced couples’ mentalizing
capacity and emotional style. MBI demonstrated greater impact on sustaining and
improving mentalizing capacity, particularly during follow-up, likely due to its
structured focus on monitoring emotional arousal, correcting moments of
mentalizing failure, and reinforcing the four dimensions of mentalizing.
Conversely, EFT showed stronger effects on emotional style, reflecting its
emphasis on identifying, expressing, and restructuring vulnerable emotions within
the attachment bond. These results suggest that while both approaches effectively
support relational functioning, each intervention may differentially strengthen
specific domains, with MBI optimizing cognitive-emotional understanding and
EFT enhancing experiential emotional regulation and attachment security.

Keywords: Mentalizing capacity, Emotional style, Emotionally Focused Therapy
(EFT), Couples.
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