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Evaluating the model of relationship between apology and the
marital relationships quality: The mediating of marital empathy
and emotional forgiveness

Zabihollah KavehFarsani*

Abstract

The aim of the present study was to evaluate the model of relationship
between apology and the marital relationships quality mediating emotional
forgiveness and marital empathy in a correlational design (i.e., structural
equation modeling). 231 married males and females were selected among all
married males and females in Shahrekord city using multi-stage random
sampling method, and according to inclusion and exclusion criteria. They
responded to Quality of Marital Index (QMI), Emotional Forgiveness Scale
(EFS), Batson Empathy Adjectives (BEA), and Apology Components Scale
(ACS). The data were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficient and
structural equations analysis, and by SPSS (version 23) and AMOS statistical
software's. The results showed that evaluated structural model had good fit.
The apology directly and indirectly (with mediating emotional forgiveness
and marital empathy) affected the marital relationships quality. Thus, could
be concluded that apology had a major role in the marital relationships
quality through emotional forgiveness and marital empathy.

Keywords: Marital relationships quality, apology, marital empathy, emotional
forgiveness

Extended Abstract

Introduction

There is a lot of evidence which shows that factors such as health and
happiness depend on the marital relationships quality between couples
(Musick & Bumpass, 2012). Hushands and wives also understand that they do
not just want to get married; they want to marry their beloved, and they are
eager to stay in love for the rest of their lives (Kefalas, Furstenberg, Carr, &
Napolitano, 2011; Musick & Bumpass, 2012). But how do couples maintain
the quality of their marital relationship over time? To answer this question in
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this study, a number of variables related to the marital relationships quality
(i.e., apology, marital empathy and emotional forgiveness) were examined.

Problems arise in all close relationships. However, the most serious
problems in relationships happen when one spouse causes emotional distress
through his or her actions or inaction. These traumatic emotional events and
conditions are called “interpersonal offenses" (Lewis, Parra, & Cohen,
2015). Therefore, the abusive spouse should take steps to improve the
relationship. One of the most important measures is apology (Lewis et al.,
2015). An apology is defined as an expression of remorse for a morally
wrong action or failure to take a legal action (Anderson, Linden, & Habra,
2006). Exline et al. (2011) stated that in apologizing, a person acknowledges
his or her mistakes or violations; this is very important for their intimate
relationship. Thus, apologizing improves and corrects relationships which
have been affected by the violations. Regarding the relationship between
apology and marital relationships’ quality, many studies have considered
apology as an important factor in improving and repairing relationships
(Fehr & Gelfand, 2010; McCullough et al., 1998; Schmitt, Gollwitzer,
Forster, & Montada, 2004). Furthermore, marriage and family therapists
emphasize that sincere apologies are very effective in improving couples'
relationship and their well-being (Schumann, 2012).

Empathy along with other elements of communication (e.g., the couple’s
role and value system) is considered as a fundamental part of the marital
relationship structure (Rajabi, Harizavi, & Taghipour, 2017). Marital empathy
can be defined as the ability to actively understand and respond to the spouse’
thoughts, feelings, and desires, and help him/ her anticipate and prevent
potential conflicts in married life. VVarious studies have reported a positive and
significant relationship between empathy and the marital relationships quality.
Increasing empathy in emotional relationships has increased couple’s ability to
understand each other's feelings more comprehensively. Thus, they would
actively take a calmer approach to solve their problems regarding their
relationship and to try to improve their intimate relationship; this improves the
quality of their marital relationship (Kimmes, Edwards, Wetchler, & Bercik,
2014; Levesque, Lafontaine, Caron, Flesch, & Bjornson, 2014; Ulloa,
Hammett, Meda, & Rubalcaba, 2017).

Another examined variable regarding the marital relationships quality is
forgiveness. Forgiveness is an adaptive response, especially aroused when
one spouse experiences emotions such as anger and resentment due to a
relationship violation (Ulloa et al., 2017). Many studies have reported a
positive and significant relationship between forgiveness and the marital
relationships quality (Braithwaite, Selby, & Fincham, 2011; Stafford, David,
& McPherson, 2014). Stafford et al (2014) showed a positive relationship
between forgiveness and the marital relationships quality, and a negative
relationship between forgiveness and spouses’ avoidance and revenge.
Moreover, it seems that there is a two-way relationship between forgiveness
and the marital relationships quality, although according to most studies, the
path of forgiveness to the marital relationships quality is reported to be
stronger (Fincham & Beach, 2007; Paleari, Regalia, & Fincham, 2005).
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Therefore, according to what has been mentioned, the researcher intended
to examine apology in marital relationships among married males and
females; he sought to simultaneously investigate the variables of apology,
the marital relationships quality, emotional forgiveness and marital empathy
in a causal model. Therefore, the objective of this study was to investigate
the relationship between apology and the marital relationships quality
directly and indirectly (through the mediation of emotional forgiveness and
marital empathy) in the form of a structural equation modeling

Method

The current study was a correlational study type of structural equation
modeling (SEM). The research population consisted of all married men and
women residing in two municipal districts of Shahrekord. The most researchers
have recommended a minimum sample size of 200 (Hoe, 2008). To reduce the
measurement error in the present study, the sample size of 250 married men and
women was considered. 250 married men and women were selected using the
multi-stage random sampling method of the two districts of Shahrekord, and
several regions based on the inclusion (having at least a diploma degree, having
at least one child, experiencing marital life for at least 6 years and more, and
being willing to participate in the study) and exclusion (being unwilling to
participate in the study, residing in cities other than Shahrekord, and non-
response to 30% of the questionnaires’ items) criteria.. It should be noted that
despite the efforts and accuracy consideration in data collection, 19 participants
did not provide answer to most of the items in the questionnaires and were
excluded from the data of this study; finally, the sample size was reduced to 231
from 250.

Instrument

Quality of Marriage Index: This questionnaire was developed by Norton
(1983) and has 6 items which assess the marital relationships quality. The first
five items are arranged in a 7-point Likert scale, and the sixth item, which
includes a general question, is arranged in a 10-point Likert scale. He et al.
(2018) reported the Cronbach's alpha coefficient of this questionnaire as 0.93.

Emotional Forgiveness Scale: This eight item scale was developed by
Worthington et al., (2007) to measure an individual’s experience of
emotional forgiveness and reconciliation against a particular offense.
Worthington et al., (2007) estimated the reliability of the whole scale
through Cronbach's alpha as 0.83.

Batson Empathy Adjectives: This scale was developed by Batson (1991).
Respondents show their current empathetic feelings toward their spouse in a 6-
point Likert scale. In Batson’s (1991) study, the reliability of this scale, which
was estimated through Cronbach's alpha, was reported as 0.93.

Apology Component Scale: This scale was developed by Fehr and
Gelfand (2010) to identify people's perceptions of what constitutes a good
apology. Fehr and Gelfand (2010) reported the reliability of this scale based
on Cronbach's alpha for each of the subscales of compensation (0.81),
empathy (0.85) and acknowledgment of the violation of rules/ norms (0.92).
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In the present study, the reliability of this scale was estimated for the two
components of compensation and empathy through Cronbach's alpha. They
turned out to be 0.874 and 0.93, respectively.
The analyses of data

The data were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficient, and structural
equation modeling and by AMOS, and SPSS-23 statistical software's

Findings

There were significant correlations between all variables of the study. In the
present model, apology was considered as an exogenous variable, marital
empathy and emotional forgiveness were mediating variables, and the marital
relationships quality was an endogenous variable. In the proposed model, the
chi-square of the model (2.77, df = 2, P < 0.001) was significant. The fit indices
of the model, including NFI, GFI and CFI, were 0.99, 0.99 and 0.99,
respectively. The root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) was 0.04
that indicated the fit of the model. The direct path coefficients of apology to the
marital relationships quality (p < 0.001, p= 0.27), apology to marital
empathy (p < 0.001, p= 0.52), apology to emotional forgiveness p < 0.001,
B=0.61), emotional forgiveness to marital quality (p < 0.001, B = 0.40) and
marital empathy to the marital relationships quality (p < 0.001, p = 0.25) were
positive and significant. One of the most important questions in this study asked
whether marital empathy and emotional forgiveness can play mediating roles in
the relationship between apology and the marital relationships quality. Low and
high confidence intervals for emotional forgiveness (a variable mediating the
relationship between apology and the marital relationships quality) were 0.82
and 1.12, respectively. Furthermore, Low and high confidence intervals for
marital empathy (a variable mediating the relationship between apology and the
marital relationships quality) were 0.27 and 0.67, respectively. Moreover, the
confidence level was 0.95, and the number of Bootstrap resampling was 5000.
Therefore, emotional forgiveness and marital empathy played mediating roles in
the relationship between apology and the marital relationships quality.

Discussion

As mentioned, the aim of this study was to investigate the relationship
between apology and the marital relationships quality through the mediation
of emotional forgiveness and marital empathy among married males and
females. As a result, through providing a causal model, this study led to the
development of theoretical knowledge about marital quality. In addition,
appropriate empirical evidence to confirm the role of apology, emotional
forgiveness, and marital empathy was provided. Therefore, the findings of
the present study regarding the field of family counseling can be referred to
improve the marital relationships quality through couples’ apologizing.
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