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Abstract

This study aimed to test a dyadic model of the association between childhood attachment injuries and marital relationship instability
through the mediating roles of interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity among married couples in Tehran. This
descriptive-correlational study employed dyadic structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of married couples
residing in Tehran in 2026. A total of 300 couples, including 300 women and 300 men, yielding 600 participants, were selected through
convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Childhood Attachment and Relational Trauma Screen, Interpersonal Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire, Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire, and Marital Instability Index. Data were analyzed using the Actor-Partner
Interdependence Model and Actor-Partner Interdependence Mediation Model in SPSS version 29 and Mplus version 8.10. Indirect effects
were examined using 5,000 bootstrap resamples. The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit (y*/df = 1.91, CFI = 0.954, TLI =
0.947, RMSEA = 0.039, SRMR = 0.041). Childhood attachment injuries negatively predicted interpersonal emotion regulation in women
(B =-0.42) and men (B =-0.39) and positively predicted rejection sensitivity in women (B = 0.49) and men (B = 0.46). Direct actor effects
of childhood attachment injuries on marital instability were significant for women (B = 0.18) and men ( = 0.16). Significant partner
effects were also observed across the principal paths. Indirect effects through interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity
were significant for both spouses. The model explained 48% of the variance in women’s marital instability and 44% of the variance in
men’s marital instability. Childhood attachment injuries were associated with marital instability through both actor and partner pathways,
while interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity played significant mediating roles. These findings indicate that marital
instability is best understood as a dyadic process in which both developmental attachment histories and current emotional-interpersonal
mechanisms contribute to relational instability.

Keywords: Childhood attachment injuries, Marital instability, Interpersonal emotion regulation, Rejection sensitivity, Dyadic model,
Actor-Partner Interdependence Model
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Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal contexts of adulthood, providing a major
source of emotional security, intimacy, belonging, mutual support, and psychological regulation. Nevertheless, the
stability of marriage is not determined solely by current relational circumstances; it is also shaped by developmental
experiences, internal working models of attachment, emotion-regulation capacities, and expectations regarding
acceptance or rejection. Marital instability refers to a progressive weakening of the marital bond that may involve
recurrent thoughts of separation, diminished commitment, emotional distancing, persistent conflict, and behavioral
consideration of divorce. Previous qualitative evidence suggests that marital instability is embedded in a complex
network of emotional insecurity, interpersonal disconnection, ineffective communication, and deterioration of
relational support (Ghafari & Seidi, 2022). Attachment-related needs and emotional maturity have also been
identified as important correlates of marital instability, suggesting that individuals who experience greater difficulty
managing attachment needs may be more vulnerable to relational disruption (Samani & Reisi, 2025). Attachment
theory provides an important framework for understanding these differences because early interactions with
caregivers contribute to relatively enduring internal representations of the self, others, and close relationships.
Recent evidence among Iranian couples has shown that attachment styles are associated with marital satisfaction
and that attachment-related functioning, together with defensive mechanisms, can meaningfully explain variation

in the quality of marital relationships (Nejad et al., 2026). Attachment has also been linked to attitudes toward
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marital infidelity through mediating coping processes (Khazraloo et al., 2026), while attachment styles,
communication beliefs, and early maladaptive schemas have been associated with marital relationship quality
(Torabi et al., 2025). These findings indicate that childhood attachment injuries may remain psychologically active
in adulthood and may be reactivated when intimacy, dependency, conflict, or perceived abandonment becomes
salient in marriage.

One important mechanism through which childhood attachment injuries may contribute to marital instability is
impaired interpersonal emotion regulation. Individuals with histories of inconsistent, rejecting, or emotionally
unavailable caregiving may have greater difficulty using close others as sources of emotional soothing and support.
In marriage, this difficulty may impair the capacity to regulate distress collaboratively and may increase withdrawal,
hostility, excessive reassurance seeking, or emotional escalation during conflict. Emotion regulation has been found
to mediate the association between differentiation of self and marital conflict (Jogratian et al., 2026), and
cognitive emotion regulation has also been implicated in explaining vulnerability to extramarital tendencies
(Ebrahimi & Nowrozidoost, 2026). Furthermore, emotion regulation is associated with marital burnout and
marital satisfaction (Kocyigit, 2025), and it may mediate links between individual characteristics and marital
satisfaction (Odebunmi & Cab6ina, 2025). Attachment and emotion regulation have also been jointly associated
with marital commitment (Obodiat et al., 2025), while maladaptive schemas and emotion-regulation components
have been shown to predict emotional divorce (Akbari et al., 2020). A second potentially important mechanism
is rejection sensitivity, defined as the tendency to anxiously expect, readily perceive, and intensely react to
interpersonal rejection. Individuals exposed to attachment injuries in childhood may become hypervigilant to
ambiguous relational cues and interpret ordinary marital behaviors as evidence of emotional withdrawal or
impending abandonment. Rejection sensitivity has been associated with attitudes toward infidelity among conflicted
couples (Abedini et al., 2025), and couple interventions targeting maladaptive relational schemas have
demonstrated reductions in rejection sensitivity alongside improvements in marital outcomes (Karimi & Lali,
2024; Khatooni & Hosseinian, 2024). More broadly, attachment insecurity has been associated with adverse
psychological outcomes under stressful couple and family conditions (Tacchino et al., 2025), and developmental
circumstances may influence emotional regulation and marital adjustment across adulthood (Noor & Za, 2025).
Evidence concerning emotional processing in stressful contexts likewise underscores the broader adaptive
importance of emotion-regulation capacities (Safikhani, 2022).

A critical limitation of much previous research is its predominantly individual-centered approach. Marriage is
inherently dyadic, and the emotions, cognitions, and behaviors of one spouse are interdependent with those of the
other. Actor-partner research has demonstrated that relational variables can exert both actor effects, in which a
person's characteristics predict their own outcomes, and partner effects, in which one spouse's characteristics predict
the other spouse's outcomes (Ren et al., 2025). This distinction is particularly important for attachment-related
processes because one spouse's insecurity, emotional dysregulation, or rejection sensitivity can alter the emotional
environment experienced by the partner. Avoidant attachment has, for example, been associated with poorer marital

adjustment through maladaptive interpersonal processes (Rigi et al., 2025). Accordingly, examining childhood
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attachment injuries within a dyadic mediation framework may provide a more complete explanation of marital
instability than analyzing husbands and wives separately. Therefore, the present study aimed to test a dyadic model
of the association between childhood attachment injuries and marital relationship instability, with interpersonal
emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity as parallel mediators among married couples in Tehran.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied, descriptive-correlational design using dyadic structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of married couples residing in Tehran in 2026. A total of 300 couples,
comprising 300 women and 300 men and yielding 600 individual participants, were included in the final analysis.
The couple was considered the primary sampling unit, and both spouses independently completed the study
measures. Eligibility criteria included legal marriage, at least two years of marital cohabitation, age between 20 and
55 years, residence in Tehran, literacy in Persian, current cohabitation with the spouse, and informed consent from
both partners. Couples were excluded if either spouse reported a severe psychiatric or disabling physical condition
that interfered with questionnaire completion, was formally undergoing divorce proceedings at the time of
participation, failed to complete more than 10% of questionnaire items, or withdrew consent. To preserve
independence of responses, spouses completed questionnaires separately and were matched using anonymous
couple identification codes.

Childhood attachment injuries were assessed using the Childhood Attachment and Relational Trauma Screen, a 56-
item measure designed to evaluate attachment security, emotional availability, positive and negative relational
experiences, and relational trauma within the childhood family environment. Higher scores in the present study
represented greater exposure to insecure and injurious attachment-related experiences. Interpersonal emotion
regulation was measured using the 20-item Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Questionnaire, which assesses
enhancement of positive affect, perspective taking, soothing, and social modeling. Rejection sensitivity was
assessed using the 18-situation Rejection Sensitivity Questionnaire, in which anxious concern about possible
rejection is combined with expectations of acceptance to produce a rejection-sensitivity score. Marital instability
was assessed with the 14-item Marital Instability Index, which evaluates thoughts, discussions, and behaviors
associated with potential marital dissolution.

Data were initially analyzed using SPSS version 29 for descriptive statistics, distributional properties, internal
consistency, correlations, missing data, outliers, and multicollinearity. The primary hypotheses were tested through
the Actor-Partner Interdependence Model and its mediation extension, the Actor-Partner Interdependence
Mediation Model. Women and men were treated as distinguishable dyad members. Actor and partner effects were
simultaneously estimated, and interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity were entered as parallel
mediators. Structural equation modeling was conducted in Mplus version 8.10 using robust maximum likelihood
estimation. Model fit was evaluated using the chi-square to degrees-of-freedom ratio, comparative fit index, Tucker-
Lewis index, root mean square error of approximation, and standardized root mean square residual. Indirect effects
were tested using 5,000 bootstrap resamples with 95% confidence intervals.

Findings
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The mean age of women was 36.42 years (SD = 7.18), whereas the mean age of men was 39.11 years (SD = 7.54).
The mean duration of marriage was 11.26 years (SD = 6.74). Reliability coefficients for all major study variables
were satisfactory, with Cronbach's alpha coefficients ranging from 0.87 to 0.92 and McDonald's omega coefficients
ranging from 0.88 to 0.92. Skewness and kurtosis values were within acceptable limits, and no problematic
multicollinearity was detected. Significant within-couple dependencies were observed, supporting the use of dyadic
analysis.

At the bivariate level, childhood attachment injuries were negatively associated with interpersonal emotion
regulation and positively associated with rejection sensitivity and marital instability in both women and men.
Among women, childhood attachment injuries correlated negatively with interpersonal emotion regulation (r = -
0.48, p < 0.001) and positively with rejection sensitivity (r = 0.55, p < 0.001) and marital instability (r = 0.46, p <
0.001). Among men, corresponding coefficients were r = -0.45, r = 0.51, and r = 0.43, respectively, all p < 0.001.
Cross-spouse correlations were also significant; women's childhood attachment injuries were positively associated
with men's marital instability (r = 0.31, p < 0.001), and men's childhood attachment injuries were positively
associated with women's marital instability (r = 0.27, p < 0.001). Marital instability scores of wives and husbands
were moderately correlated (r = 0.42, p < 0.001).

The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory fit, with ¥*/df = 1.86, CFI = 0.958, TLI = 0.951, RMSEA =
0.038, and SRMR = 0.040. The final structural model also showed adequate fit, > = 486.27, df = 254, ¥?/df = 1.91,
CFI =0.954, TLI =0.947, RMSEA = 0.039, and SRMR = 0.041. Significant actor effects indicated that childhood
attachment injuries predicted lower interpersonal emotion regulation among women (= -0.42, p < 0.001) and men
(B =-0.39, p < 0.001), as well as greater rejection sensitivity among women (§ = 0.49, p < 0.001) and men (f =
0.46, p < 0.001). Childhood attachment injuries also retained significant direct actor effects on marital instability
for women (f =0.18, p <0.001) and men (B = 0.16, p < 0.001).

Significant partner effects were also identified. Women's childhood attachment injuries predicted lower
interpersonal emotion regulation in men (B = -0.16, p = 0.001), greater rejection sensitivity in men (f = 0.18, p <
0.001), and greater marital instability in men (B = 0.11, p = 0.012). Similarly, men's childhood attachment injuries
predicted lower interpersonal emotion regulation in women (p = -0.14, p = 0.003), greater rejection sensitivity in
women (p=0.17, p=0.001), and greater marital instability in women (B = 0.10, p = 0.023). Interpersonal emotion
regulation negatively predicted marital instability for both actors and partners, whereas rejection sensitivity
positively predicted marital instability for both actors and partners.

Bootstrap analyses confirmed significant indirect effects. Among women, the indirect actor effect of childhood
attachment injuries on marital instability through interpersonal emotion regulation was = 0.113, while the indirect
effect through rejection sensitivity was p = 0.167. Among men, corresponding indirect effects were f = 0.098 and
B = 0.143. All bootstrap confidence intervals excluded zero. Significant cross-spouse indirect effects were also
observed, indicating that one partner's childhood attachment injuries were associated with the other partner's marital
instability through both spouses' emotional-regulation processes and rejection sensitivity. The model explained 48%

of the variance in women's marital instability and 44% of the variance in men's marital instability.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The findings support a developmental and dyadic account of marital instability. Childhood attachment injuries were
associated with greater marital instability not only through direct pathways but also indirectly through poorer
interpersonal emotion regulation and heightened rejection sensitivity. These findings suggest that relational injuries
originating in childhood may remain active in adult intimate relationships by shaping how individuals seek
emotional support, interpret ambiguous interpersonal cues, and respond to perceived relational threats. Individuals
with more severe attachment injuries may have greater difficulty experiencing the spouse as a reliable source of
emotional regulation and may simultaneously remain highly vigilant for signs of rejection. This combination can
create recurrent cycles of reassurance seeking, withdrawal, defensiveness, hostility, and emotional distancing that
gradually undermine marital security.

The significant actor effects demonstrate that each spouse's developmental history is relevant to his or her own
emotional and relational functioning. However, the partner effects extend this interpretation by showing that
childhood attachment injuries are not confined to the individual who experienced them. Through everyday
interaction, attachment-related vulnerabilities may influence the partner's emotional regulation, rejection sensitivity,
and perception of marital stability. Marriage therefore operates as an interconnected emotional system in which the
vulnerabilities of one spouse can become relational conditions experienced by both partners. The stronger indirect
effects observed for rejection sensitivity suggest that threat-based interpretations of interpersonal events may be
especially important in translating attachment injuries into instability. Nevertheless, the persistence of significant
direct effects indicates that interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity provide only partial
explanations and that other mechanisms, including trust, intimacy, communication patterns, maladaptive schemas,
conflict management, and commitment, may also contribute.

Overall, the study demonstrates that marital instability is more adequately understood when childhood attachment
history and current dyadic emotional processes are examined simultaneously. The findings underscore the
importance of assessing both spouses rather than conceptualizing marital problems as characteristics of a single
partner. Interventions aimed at strengthening marital stability may benefit from identifying attachment-related
triggers, reducing exaggerated expectations of rejection, improving the capacity to seek and provide emotional
support, and helping couples establish more effective patterns of interpersonal emotion regulation. The study
concludes that childhood attachment injuries are meaningfully associated with marital relationship instability
through both actor and partner pathways, and that interpersonal emotion regulation and rejection sensitivity
constitute important, though partial, mechanisms through which early relational experiences become embedded in
the functioning and stability of adult marital relationships.
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