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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marital maladjustment can undermine relationship quality and contribute
to emotional distance, indifference, conflict, and marital disaffection. This study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment therapy on marital relationship quality
and marital disaffection among maladjusted couples.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an
experimental group and a control group. The statistical population consisted of maladjusted
couples who referred to counseling centers in Tehran in 2025. Using convenience sampling, 32
participants were selected and randomly assigned to an experimental group and a control group,
with 16 participants in each group. Data were collected using the Marital Relationship Quality
Questionnaire and the Marital Disaffection Questionnaire. Both groups completed the
questionnaires at the pretest stage. The experimental group then received acceptance and
commitment therapy for 8 weeks, consisting of one 90-minute session per week, whereas the
control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance while
controlling for pretest scores.

Findings: The results of analysis of covariance showed that, after controlling for pretest scores,
there was a significant difference between the experimental and control groups in posttest marital
relationship quality. Acceptance and commitment therapy significantly improved marital
relationship quality among maladjusted couples (F=17.42, p=0.006, 1*=0.59). The results also
indicated a significant difference between the two groups in marital disaffection, showing that the
intervention significantly reduced marital disaffection in the experimental group compared with
the control group (F=22.86, p=0.007, >=0.56).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that acceptance and commitment therapy is an effective
intervention for improving marital relationship quality and reducing marital disaffection among
maladjusted couples. By enhancing acceptance, reducing experiential avoidance, strengthening
psychological flexibility, and guiding couples toward value-based actions, this approach can
improve emotional and relational functioning within marital relationships. Therefore, acceptance
and commitment therapy may be recommended for use in family counseling and couple therapy

settings, particularly for couples experiencing conflict, emotional distance, and marital
maladjustment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships constitute one of the most
important interpersonal contexts for psychological
security, emotional regulation, family stability, and
overall quality of life. A satisfactory marital
relationship can provide intimacy, mutual support,
commitment, trust, and emotional safety; however,
when couples experience persistent maladjustment,
the marital relationship may become a source of
chronic stress, emotional distance, unresolved
conflict, and psychological vulnerability. Marital
satisfaction and psychological hardiness have been
shown to be associated with healthier marital
functioning, suggesting that the quality of the marital
bond is closely linked with couples’ capacity to cope
with life stressors and preserve emotional balance
within the family system (Aminpour et al., 2015). In
contrast, irrational beliefs, ineffective communication
patterns, and unresolved disagreements can reduce
marital  adjustment and intensify  relational
dissatisfaction (Pourmohammadrezaei Tajrishi et al.,
2014).

Marital relationship quality is a multidimensional
construct that includes satisfaction, commitment,
intimacy, trust, passion, love, emotional closeness,
and constructive interaction. From the perspective of
couple therapy, relationship quality is not maintained
merely through the absence of conflict, but through
the presence of adaptive emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral patterns that enable couples to respond
flexibly to interpersonal challenges (Berger & Hannah,
2022; David, 2015). Poor marital quality can also have
consequences beyond the emotional domain. Marital
strain and disturbed relational functioning have been
linked with broader health outcomes, highlighting the
importance of marital quality as a protective factor for
both psychological and physical health (Sullivan et al.,
2021). Adult attachment style, commitment, and
relational motivation may also shape how individuals
experience intimacy, respond to conflict, and maintain
emotional connection in close relationships (Thomas,
2019).

One important consequence of chronic marital
dissatisfaction is marital disaffection. Marital
disaffection refers to the gradual replacement of
positive emotions toward the spouse with neutrality,
emotional alienation, indifference, discouragement,
and relational disengagement. It is often the result of
repeated unresolved conflict, unmet expectations,
emotional exhaustion, and the progressive weakening

of attachment. Previous research has linked marital
disaffection with reduced emotional presence and
problematic relational patterns, indicating that it can
become a hidden but powerful threat to marital
stability (Robinson et al, 2006). Family-based
interventions have also been shown to reduce couple
burnout and improve relational functioning,
suggesting that marital disaffection can be addressed
through structured psychological and educational
approaches (Sirin & Deniz, 2016).

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), as a
third-wave behavioral therapy, offers a theoretically
relevant framework for working with maladjusted
couples. ACT aims to increase psychological
flexibility, which refers to the ability to remain in
contact with the present moment and act in
accordance with chosen values, even in the presence
of painful thoughts, emotions, memories, or bodily
sensations. The core processes of ACT include
acceptance, cognitive defusion, contact with the
present moment, self-as-context, values clarification,
and committed action (Hayes et al., 2006). Rather than
attempting to eliminate  unpleasant internal
experiences, ACT helps individuals alter their
relationship with such experiences and move toward
value-based behaviors (Lee et al., 2021). This model is
particularly relevant for marital problems because
couples often become trapped in cycles of experiential
avoidance, blame, defensiveness, withdrawal, and
emotional reactivity.

Empirical evidence supports the usefulness of ACT
across psychological and health-related conditions.
ACT has been reported to reduce rumination and
improve psychological well-being in clinical
populations (Damehri et al., 2022), and its application
across diverse cultural and socioeconomic contexts
has been recommended for further development (Geda
et al., 2021). A systematic review and meta-analysis
also showed that ACT can improve psychological
adaptation and health-related outcomes among
individuals with chronic physical conditions (Wang et
al., 2024). In the marital domain, ACT has been found
effective in reducing marital conflict, improving
marital adjustment, and enhancing relationship quality
(Abedi Velokolaei & Yousef Taleshi, 2023; Ansari, 2024,
Hashemi & Esmaeili, 2018). Other therapeutic
approaches, such as schema therapy, have also shown
beneficial effects on marital adjustment and quality of
life among women with marital conflicts, confirming
the importance of structured psychological
intervention in distressed relationships (Fathi &
Ghorbani, 2021).




Recent studies have further extended the evidence for
ACT in marital and couple-related problems. ACT has
been shown to reduce marital disaffection in
conflicted couples and women exposed to domestic
violence (Alizadeh, 2024; Nik Egbal, 2023). Group-based
ACT counseling has also been found effective in
improving regulation and marital relationship quality
among infertile women (Yadollahi et al., 2025).
Comparative studies have indicated that ACT can
improve sexual satisfaction, emotional
expressiveness, communication patterns, family
adaptability, mental well-being, fear of intimacy, and
sexual self-expression among women with marital
conflict (Dahmani et al., 2025; Hashemizadeh et al., 2025;
Moshtaqi et al., 2025; Mousavi Shabestari et al., 2025).
Based on this theoretical and empirical background,
the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on marital
relationship quality and marital disaffection among
maladjusted couples.

Methodology

This study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with an experimental group and a control
group. The statistical population consisted of
maladjusted couples who referred to counseling
centers in Tehran in 2025. Using convenience
sampling, 32 participants were selected and then
randomly assigned to two groups: an experimental
group with 16 participants and a control group with
16 participants. Before the intervention, both groups
completed the research instruments as the pretest. The
experimental group then received Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, while the control group
received no specific psychological intervention during
the study period. After the intervention, both groups
completed the same instruments again as the posttest.

Data were collected using the Relationship Quality
Questionnaire and the Marital Disaffection
Questionnaire. The Relationship Quality
Questionnaire consists of 18 items and assesses Six
dimensions of marital relationship quality, including
satisfaction, commitment, intimacy, trust, sexual
passion, and love. Items are scored on a 7-point Likert
scale ranging from 1, indicating “not at all,” to 7,
indicating “completely.” The Marital Disaffection
Questionnaire consists of 21 items and evaluates the
degree of emotional disaffection or lack of positive
emotions toward the spouse. It includes the
dimensions of attachment, emotional alienation, and
emotional support, and its scores range from 21 to 84
using a 5-point Likert scale.
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The intervention was implemented over 8 weeks, with
one 90-minute session per week. The ACT protocol
focused on increasing psychological flexibility,
reducing  experiential  avoidance,  promoting
acceptance of unpleasant thoughts and emotions,
enhancing cognitive defusion, strengthening present-
moment awareness, clarifying personal and marital
values, and encouraging committed action in line with
those values. The control group did not receive any
intervention during this period and was assessed only
at the pretest and posttest stages. Data were analyzed
using descriptive statistics, the Kolmogorov—-Smirnov
test for normality, and analysis of covariance to
compare posttest scores between the two groups while
controlling for pretest scores.

Findings

The descriptive findings showed that the mean score
of marital relationship quality in the experimental
group increased from 51.45 with a standard deviation
of 6.41 at pretest to 62.57 with a standard deviation of
7.14 at posttest. In the control group, the mean score
of marital relationship quality changed only slightly,
from 50.37 with a standard deviation of 6.28 at pretest
to 52.45 with a standard deviation of 6.73 at posttest.
These descriptive results indicate a clear increase in
marital relationship quality among participants who
received the ACT intervention.

For marital disaffection, the mean score in the
experimental group decreased from 62.86 with a
standard deviation of 6.69 at pretest to 50.32 with a
standard deviation of 5.57 at posttest. In contrast, the
control group showed no meaningful decrease, with
the mean score changing from 60.67 with a standard
deviation of 6.37 at pretest to 61.27 with a standard
deviation of 6.68 at posttest. These descriptive
findings suggest that ACT was associated with a
reduction in marital disaffection among maladjusted
couples in the experimental group.

Before conducting covariance analysis, the normality
assumption was examined using the Kolmogorov—
Smirnov test. The results showed that marital
relationship quality had a Kolmogorov—Smirnov
statistic of 0.69 with a significance level of 0.488.
Marital disaffection had a Kolmogorov—-Smirnov
statistic of 0.67 with a significance level of 0.435.
Since both significance levels were greater than 0.05,
the assumption of normality was confirmed for both
variables.

The results of analysis of covariance showed that,
after controlling for pretest scores, there was a
significant difference between the experimental and




(O1olSon 9 (Fgd3)l (Sloakw) .ocmin” 2 A § o 2y # (o Oloyd (v

control groups in posttest marital relationship quality.
The sum of squares was 2863.591, the degree of
freedom was 1, the mean square was 2863.591, the F
value was 17.42, and the significance level was 0.006.
The effect size was 0.59, indicating that a substantial
proportion of the variance in posttest marital
relationship quality was attributable to the
intervention. The analysis also showed a significant
difference between the two groups in posttest marital
disaffection. The sum of squares was 3018.964, the
degree of freedom was 1, the mean square was
3018.964, the F value was 22.86, and the significance
level was 0.007. The effect size was 0.56, indicating a
considerable intervention effect on reducing marital
disaffection.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study showed that
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy significantly
improved  marital  relationship  quality and
significantly reduced marital disaffection among
maladjusted couples. These results suggest that ACT
can be an effective intervention for couples who
experience emotional distance, unresolved conflict,
dissatisfaction, and weakening relational bonds. The
improvement in marital relationship quality can be
explained by the ACT emphasis on psychological
flexibility, acceptance, present-moment awareness,
values clarification, and committed action. Through
these processes, couples may become more capable of
observing unpleasant thoughts and emotions without
being dominated by them. As a result, they can
respond to marital challenges with greater awareness
rather than reacting through avoidance, blame,
criticism, or withdrawal.

The reduction in marital disaffection can also be
interpreted through the central mechanisms of ACT.
Disaffection often develops when couples repeatedly
experience frustration, disappointment, and emotional
exhaustion without finding an effective way to
reconnect. ACT does not require couples to eliminate
all  painful emotions before improving the
relationship. Instead, it teaches them to accept
difficult internal experiences and choose behaviors
that are consistent with their marital values. This shift
can help couples move from emotional disengagement
toward intentional, value-based interaction. When
spouses clarify values such as respect, intimacy,
commitment, support, honesty, and care, they may
become more willing to engage in constructive
behaviors even when discomfort or conflict is present.

Overall, the results support the application of ACT in
family counseling and couple therapy settings. The
intervention appears to be useful not only for
increasing positive relational qualities but also for
reducing negative emotional states associated with
marital disaffection. Because maladjusted couples
may still have the potential to repair and reorganize
their  relationship before complete emotional
separation occurs, timely ACT-based intervention can
help prevent further deterioration. The findings
indicate that ACT may be considered a practical and
theoretically grounded approach for improving
marital ~ functioning,  strengthening  emotional
connection, and reducing relational discouragement
among couples experiencing maladjustment.
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