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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Healthy marital relationships play a fundamental role in psychological
well-being, quality of life, and family stability, while variables such as sexual dissatisfaction and
marital inhibition may contribute to chronic conflicts, emotional exhaustion, and reduced intimacy
between couples. The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Olson Circumplex
Model-based couple therapy and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT) on sexual
dissatisfaction and marital inhibition among couples experiencing marital conflict.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up phases including two experimental groups and one control group. The statistical
population consisted of couples with marital conflict who referred to counseling centers in Amol
during the first quarter of 2024. A total of 48 participants (24 couples) were selected using
convenience sampling and randomly assigned into three groups. The first experimental group
received 10 sessions of Olson Circumplex Model-based couple therapy, while the second
experimental group participated in 8 sessions of ACT-based couple therapy. The control group
received no intervention during the study period. Research instruments included the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire, Larson Sexual Dissatisfaction Questionnaire, and Marital Inhibition
Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and multivariate covariance
analysis.

Findings: The results demonstrated that both interventions significantly reduced sexual
dissatisfaction and marital inhibition (P<0.001). The mean score of sexual dissatisfaction
decreased from 32.07 in the pre-test to 20.12 in the post-test, while marital inhibition scores
decreased from 34.45 to 25.87. Covariance analysis revealed significant differences between the
groups in sexual dissatisfaction (F=18.14) and marital inhibition (F=6.36). Furthermore, LSD post-
hoc analysis indicated significant differences between the two therapeutic approaches, with ACT
demonstrating greater effectiveness in reducing emotional inhibition and improving emotional
interaction patterns among couples.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that both therapeutic approaches were effective in improving
marital relationship quality, reducing sexual dissatisfaction, and decreasing marital inhibition.
However, ACT showed stronger effects on reducing emotional inhibition and enhancing emotional
intimacy due to its emphasis on emotional acceptance, mindfulness, and psychological flexibility.
In contrast, the Olson Circumplex Model improved marital cohesion and relational stability
through restructuring communication patterns and balancing family roles. An integrative
application of these two approaches may provide a more comprehensive intervention framework
for couples experiencing marital conflict.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships are among the most influential
interpersonal bonds in human life and play a central
role in psychological well-being, emotional stability,
and family cohesion. The quality of marital
interactions significantly affects not only individual
mental health but also broader social functioning and
family sustainability. In recent decades, increasing
rates of marital dissatisfaction, emotional
disengagement, and relational conflict have drawn
considerable attention from researchers and clinicians
in the field of family therapy (Aghajanian & Thompson,
2013; Astha & Rajeev, 2017). Among the most
important predictors of marital instability are sexual
dissatisfaction and marital inhibition, both of which
are closely associated with emotional distancing,
reduced intimacy, and chronic interpersonal conflict
(Boone, 2018; Cunningham, 2020). Sexual
dissatisfaction  has  been identified as a
multidimensional construct influenced by emotional
intimacy, communication quality, self-disclosure, and
psychological safety within the relationship (Camara et
al., 2021; Lopez, 2019). Research has shown that
couples who experience emotional suppression and
poor communication often report lower levels of
sexual satisfaction and higher levels of relational
distress (Phillips & Daniels, 2025; Shafer et al., 2025). In
addition, marital inhibition and controlling behaviors
may gradually weaken trust and emotional openness
between partners, thereby increasing the likelihood of
burnout and emotional disengagement (Bonior, 2015;
Cunningham, 2020). Recent investigations have
emphasized the importance of emotional regulation
and psychological flexibility in improving marital
functioning and reducing maladaptive relational
patterns (Constant et al., 2020; Wallace & Larsen, 2025).
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
grounded in contextual behavioral science, focuses on
mindfulness, acceptance of internal experiences, and
value-oriented behavior to enhance psychological
flexibility and reduce experiential avoidance (Dahl et
al., 2014; Hayes, 2016). Several studies have
demonstrated that ACT-based couple interventions
improve intimacy, emotional openness, and relational
satisfaction among distressed couples (Cook, 2022;
Hallajian et al., 2022b; Sadeghi, 2023). On the other
hand, the Olson Circumplex Model emphasizes
family cohesion, flexibility, and communication
balance as key dimensions of healthy marital
functioning (Khodadoust & Ebrahimi Moghadam, 2019;
Mostofi Sarkari et al., 2019). According to this model,

dysfunctional marital systems emerge when couples
lose balance between emotional connectedness and
autonomy, or between stability and flexibility
(Mohammadi, 2022). Empirical findings suggest that
interventions based on the Olson model improve
family ~ cohesion, attachment  security, and
communication patterns among couples experiencing
marital distress (Khodadoust & Ebrahimi Moghadam,
2019; Mostofi Sarkari et al., 2019). Moreover,
integrative approaches combining ACT and Olson-
based interventions have shown promising outcomes
in enhancing intimacy and reducing controlling
behaviors among Asian couples (Mo & Dyer, 2024).
Despite the growing body of research on couple
therapy, comparative investigations examining the
relative effectiveness of ACT and the Olson
Circumplex Model on sexual dissatisfaction and
marital inhibition remain limited. Therefore, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of
Olson Circumplex Model-based couple therapy and
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on sexual
dissatisfaction and marital inhibition among couples
experiencing marital conflict.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages
involving two experimental groups and one control
group. The statistical population consisted of couples
experiencing marital conflict who referred to
counseling centers in Amol during the first quarter of
2024. Sample size was determined using G*Power
software based on a medium effect size, statistical
power of 0.96, and significance level of 0.05. A total
of 48 participants (24 couples) were selected through
convenience sampling. Following administration of
the Marital Conflict Questionnaire, couples scoring
above the cutoff point were included in the study and
randomly assigned to three groups consisting of eight
couples each.

The inclusion criteria included age between 20 and 40
years, minimum educational attainment of a high
school diploma, at least one year of marital life,
employment of at least one spouse, regular attendance
capability, absence of severe physical or psychiatric
disorders, absence of acute family crises, and no
substance abuse. Participants who missed more than
one session or participated in other simultaneous
therapeutic interventions were excluded from the
study.

The research instruments included the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire developed by Barati and




Sanaei, the Larson  Sexual Dissatisfaction
Questionnaire, and the  Marital Inhibition
Questionnaire developed by Amini and colleagues.
The Marital Conflict Questionnaire contains 35 items
rated on a five-point Likert scale and measures
various dimensions of marital conflict. The Larson
Sexual Dissatisfaction Questionnaire consists of 25
items assessing sexual attitudes, sexual quality of life,
sexual compatibility, and desire for sexual relations.
The Marital Inhibition Questionnaire measures
emotional suppression, neglect, verbal aggression,
isolation, and secrecy within marital relationships.

The first experimental group received ten sessions of
Olson Circumplex Model-based couple therapy, each
lasting between 90 and 120 minutes. The intervention
focused on improving intimacy, communication
skills, role balance, conflict resolution, and family
cohesion. The second experimental group received
eight 90-minute sessions of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, emphasizing mindfulness,
cognitive defusion, emotional acceptance,
psychological flexibility, value-based action, and
interpersonal communication skills. All sessions were
conducted weekly by trained therapists in face-to-face
group settings. The control group received no
intervention during the study period but was later
offered participation in one of the treatment programs
after completion of the research process.

Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 27.
Descriptive statistics including means and standard
deviations were calculated. Inferential analyses
involved repeated measures analysis of variance,
multivariate covariance analysis, and LSD post hoc
comparisons. Statistical significance was considered
at the 0.05 level.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that most
participants were between 40 and 49 years old, while
the smallest proportion belonged to the 30-39 age
group. Regarding educational level, the majority of
participants had a diploma or lower educational
attainment.

Descriptive statistics demonstrated a substantial
decrease in both sexual dissatisfaction and marital
inhibition following the interventions. The mean score
of sexual dissatisfaction decreased from 32.07 in the
pre-test stage to 20.12 in the post-test stage. Similarly,
the mean score of marital inhibition decreased from
34.45 in the pre-test to 25.87 in the post-test phase.

Preliminary analyses confirmed the assumptions
required for parametric statistical tests. Levene’s test
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indicated homogeneity of variances for both sexual
dissatisfaction and marital inhibition. In addition,
equality of error variances across groups was
confirmed, supporting the appropriateness of
covariance analysis.

Results of multivariate covariance analysis revealed
significant differences between the experimental and
control groups in both sexual dissatisfaction and
marital inhibition. For sexual dissatisfaction, the
effect of group membership was statistically
significant (F=18.14, p=0.000, 1>=0.254), indicating
that the interventions produced meaningful changes in
post-test scores after controlling for pre-test
differences. Similarly, significant differences were
observed for marital inhibition (F=16.36, p=0.000,
n*=0.451), suggesting that the interventions had a
strong impact on reducing inhibitory and controlling
marital behaviors.

The post hoc LSD comparisons further demonstrated
significant differences between Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy and Olson-based couple
therapy in both dependent variables. Both
interventions reduced sexual dissatisfaction and
marital inhibition; however, Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy showed greater effectiveness in
reducing emotional suppression and maladaptive
control patterns within the marital relationship.

Overall, the findings indicated that both therapeutic
approaches  significantly  improved relational
functioning among couples with marital conflict,
although the mechanisms and extent of their
effectiveness differed across variables.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
both Acceptance and Commitment Therapy and Olson
Circumplex Model-based couple therapy significantly
reduced sexual dissatisfaction and marital inhibition
among couples experiencing marital conflict. These
results suggest that interventions targeting emotional
regulation, communication patterns, and relational
flexibility can effectively improve marital functioning
and reduce maladaptive relational dynamics.

The reduction in sexual dissatisfaction may be
explained by the enhancement of emotional openness,
communication quality, and psychological safety
within the relationship. Couples who participated in
the interventions appeared more capable of expressing
emotional and sexual needs without fear of rejection
or criticism. The mindfulness and acceptance
strategies emphasized in ACT likely contributed to
reducing experiential avoidance and emotional
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defensiveness, thereby facilitating greater intimacy
and relational satisfaction. Likewise, the Olson model
interventions improved relational balance, cohesion,
and role clarity, which may have strengthened
emotional security and marital adjustment.

The significant reduction in marital inhibition also
highlights the importance of addressing emotional
suppression and controlling behaviors in couple
therapy. Participants appeared to develop greater
awareness of maladaptive communication patterns
and learned healthier strategies for emotional
expression and conflict management. ACT may have
been particularly effective in this regard because of its
focus on acceptance, cognitive defusion, and value-
based interaction. By encouraging couples to accept
emotional experiences rather than suppress them,
ACT promoted more authentic and emotionally
responsive interactions. In contrast, the Olson model
improved marital functioning through structural and
systemic modifications, emphasizing cooperation,
flexibility, and balanced power distribution within the
family system.

Another important implication of the findings
concerns the role of emotional safety and

psychological flexibility in intimate relationships.
Couples who are able to communicate openly and
regulate emotional reactions constructively are less
likely to engage in controlling or avoidant relational
behaviors. Therefore, interventions that
simultaneously address cognitive, emotional, and
systemic aspects of marital relationships may provide
the most comprehensive therapeutic outcomes.

In conclusion, both Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy and Olson Circumplex Model-based couple
therapy were effective in improving marital
functioning, reducing sexual dissatisfaction, and
decreasing marital inhibition among couples with
marital ~ conflict. =~ However, Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy demonstrated stronger effects
on emotional regulation and reduction of inhibitory
behaviors, whereas the Olson model showed greater
emphasis on structural cohesion and relational
balance. These findings highlight the value of
integrative therapeutic approaches that combine
emotional acceptance with systemic relational
restructuring in promoting healthier and more
satisfying marital relationships.
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