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Abstract

Background. Marital burnout and low distress tolerance are common issues among
spouses of 70% spinal cord injured veterans, which can negatively affect their quality of
life and family relationships. The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
compassion-focused therapy on marital burnout and distress tolerance in these spouses in
Tabriz.

Methods. This semi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a control
group. The population consisted of all spouses of 70% spinal cord injured veterans in
Tabriz. Using purposive sampling, 30 spouses referred to the counseling centers of the
Martyrs and Veterans Affairs Foundation were selected and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The experimental group received 8 sessions of 90-minute
compassion-focused therapy, while the control group received no intervention. Data were
collected using the Pines Marital Burnout Questionnaire (2003) and the Simons and Gaher
Distress Tolerance Scale (2005).

Results. Descriptive data were analyzed using mean and standard deviation. To test the
hypotheses, analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted using SPSS-26. The
findings indicated that compassion-focused therapy significantly reduced marital burnout
among the spouses of 70% spinal cord injured veterans (P < 0.01). Additionally, this
therapy significantly improved distress tolerance in the participants (P < 0.01).

Conclusion. Compassion-focused therapy was significantly effective in reducing marital
burnout and enhancing distress tolerance among spouses of 70% spinal cord injured
veterans. It is recommended that these findings be considered by psychologists, counselors,
family therapists, and relevant authorities in the Martyrs and Veterans Affairs Foundation,
as well as other related organizations.
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Extended Abstract

Background

The enduring psychological
beyond veterans to their

extends

and psychological exhaustion within the marital
relationship—and diminished distress tolerance,
defined as the capacity to withstand negative

impact of war
families,

particularly spouses who assume caregiving roles.
These individuals often face chronic stress, leading to
adverse mental health outcomes such as marital
burnout—a state of profound physical, emotional,

emotional states. Veterans with high-level spinal
cord injuries (70% impairment) require intensive,
long-term care, placing exceptional burdens on their
spouses. This context creates a high risk for
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relational  distress and psychological strain.
Compassion-Focused Therapy (CFT), a third-wave
therapeutic approach developed by Paul Gilbert, aims
to cultivate self-compassion, activate the affiliative-
soothing system, and reduce shame and self-
criticism. By fostering a kinder, more accepting
relationship with oneself and one's experiences, CFT
may offer an effective intervention for improving
marital well-being and emotional resilience in this
population. This study investigated the efficacy of
CFT on reducing marital burnout and enhancing
distress tolerance among spouses of veterans with
70% spinal cord injury in Tabriz, Iran.

Methods
A quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-

test, and control group was employed. The statistical
population comprised all spouses of veterans with a
70% spinal cord injury residing in Tabriz. Using a
purposive sampling method, 30 eligible spouses were
selected from counseling centers affiliated with the
Martyr and Veterans Foundation. Participants were
randomly assigned to either an experimental group
(n=15) or a waiting-list control group (n=15). The
intervention consisted of eight 90-minute weekly
group sessions of CFT, delivered according to a
protocol adapted from Gilbert's model. Sessions
focused on psychoeducation about compassion,
developing skills for self-kindness, mindfulness of
distress, understanding shared human experience,
working with self-critical thoughts, and applying
compassionate practices to marital challenges. Data
were collected using two validated self-report
instruments: the Couple Burnout Measure (CBM) by
Pines, which assesses physical fatigue, emotional
exhaustion, and psychological exhaustion related to
marriage, and the Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS) by
Simons and Gaher, measuring the perceived ability
to tolerate negative emotional states. Both groups
completed these questionnaires at pre-test and post-
test. Data analysis was performed using SPSS-26
software. After checking assumptions (normality via
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test, homogeneity of variances
via Levene's test, and homogeneity of regression
slopes), Analysis of Covariance (ANCOVA) was

used to compare post-test scores between the groups
while controlling for pre-test scores.

Results
Descriptive statistics indicated notable changes

from pre-test to post-test for the experimental group.
For marital burnout, the experimental group's mean
score decreased from 76.66 (SD=) to 65.06, whereas
the control group's mean showed a minimal change
from 71.60 to 69.46. For distress tolerance, the
experimental group's mean increased from 45.66 to
50.93, while the control group's mean remained
relatively stable (44.80 to 45.06). The ANCOVA
results, after controlling for pre-test scores, revealed
a statistically significant difference between the
experimental and control groups at post-test. For
marital burnout, the effect was significant
(F(1,27)=10.562, p=0.003, 1>=0.281), indicating a
medium-to-large effect size. For distress tolerance,
the effect was also significant (F(1,27)=65.043,
p<0.001, 1>=0.707), indicating a very large effect
size. These findings confirm that CFT was effective
in significantly reducing marital burnout and
increasing distress tolerance among the spouses in
the experimental group compared to the control

group.

Conclusion

The results support the hypothesis that
Compassion-Focused Therapy is an effective
intervention for improving psychological and
relational outcomes in spouses of veterans with
severe spinal cord injuries. The reduction in marital
burnout can be understood through CFT's core
mechanisms. By reducing self-criticism and shame—
common features in overwhelmed caregivers—and
replacing them with self-compassion, individuals
likely experience less internal conflict and negativity.
This internal shift can improve interpersonal
dynamics, increase empathy towards oneself and
one's partner, and enhance relationship satisfaction,
thereby mitigating feelings of burnout, alienation,
and exhaustion within the marriage. The significant
increase in distress tolerance aligns with CFT's goal
of creating a safer internal emotional environment.
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Through mindfulness and compassionate acceptance,
individuals learn to approach distressing emotions
with less fear and avoidance. They develop the
capacity to "sit with" difficult feelings, understanding
them as transient and part of the shared human
experience, rather than as threats that must be
immediately eliminated. This leads to greater
emotional regulation and resilience. These findings
are consistent with prior research demonstrating
CFT's benefits for improving relationship quality,

reducing psychological distress, and enhancing
emotion regulation in various clinical and non-
clinical populations. This study highlights the
potential of CFT as a valuable therapeutic tool for
supporting the mental health and marital well-being
of a vulnerable and often overlooked group—spouses
of veterans with profound disabilities. Implementing
such interventions through veterans' support services
and family counseling centers is strongly
recommended.
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