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Abstract

This study aimed to predict paranoid thoughts based on marital burnout, with particular emphasis on the mediating role of couples’
attachment styles. This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of married individuals aged 20-60 years residing in Karaj, Iran, who had been married for at least one year. The
study sample comprised 206 participants selected through purposive/convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Collins and
Read Adult Attachment Scale, the Pines Marital Burnout Measure, and the Green Paranoid Thoughts Scale. Pearson correlation analysis
and structural equation modeling were conducted using SPSS and AMOS, and indirect effects were examined to determine the mediating
role of attachment styles. Structural equation modeling indicated that marital burnout had a significant positive direct effect on paranoid
thoughts ($=0.745, p<0.01). Marital burnout significantly and positively predicted anxious attachment ($=0.729, p<0.01) and avoidant
attachment (B=0.595, p<0.01), while it negatively predicted secure attachment (=-0.663, p<0.01). Anxious attachment ($=0.282, p<0.01)
and avoidant attachment ($=0.237, p<0.01) had significant positive effects on paranoid thoughts, whereas secure attachment had a
significant negative effect (B=-0.129, p<0.01). Moreover, the indirect effects of marital burnout on paranoid thoughts through anxious
attachment (f=0.161, p=0.005), avoidant attachment ($=0.057, p<0.001), and secure attachment (=0.084, p=0.001) were statistically
significant, confirming the mediating role of attachment styles. Marital burnout appears to contribute to paranoid thoughts both directly
and indirectly through attachment-related mechanisms. Greater marital burnout may activate insecure anxious and avoidant attachment
patterns while weakening relational security, thereby increasing suspicious and threat-oriented interpretations within intimate
relationships. Interventions targeting both marital burnout and maladaptive attachment patterns may therefore contribute to reducing
paranoid thoughts and improving emotional security and marital relationship quality.

Keywords: Paranoid Thoughts; Marital Burnout; Attachment Styles; Anxious Attachment; Avoidant Attachment; Secure Attachment;
Structural Equation Modeling.
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Introduction

Marriage is one of the most significant interpersonal relationships in adulthood and provides an important context
for emotional security, intimacy, belonging, mutual support, and psychological well-being. Nevertheless, marital
relationships may gradually become vulnerable to unresolved conflicts, unmet expectations, emotional distance,
repetitive negative interactions, and declining intimacy. When such difficulties persist, spouses may experience
marital burnout, a multidimensional state characterized by physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion within
the marital relationship. Marital burnout goes beyond temporary dissatisfaction and may reflect a broader
deterioration in the individual’s perception of the relationship as a reliable source of emotional security. Previous
research has indicated that attachment patterns, differentiation, emotional functioning, and family processes are
important psychological factors associated with the development and maintenance of marital burnout (Asadi et al.,
2022; Barzegar Kahnemooi et al., 2022).

Attachment theory offers an important framework for understanding individual differences in responses to marital
difficulties. Internal working models of attachment influence how people interpret closeness, separation, rejection,
support, and interpersonal threat. Securely attached individuals generally perceive themselves as worthy of care and
others as relatively available and trustworthy, whereas insecure attachment is characterized by negative expectations
concerning the self, others, or both. Contemporary findings among couples further suggest that attachment styles
and associated defensive processes are important predictors of the quality and satisfaction of marital relationships
(Nejad et al., 2026). Attachment patterns have also been associated with different levels of marital relationship
quality, communication beliefs, and maladaptive interpersonal schemas (Torabi et al., 2025).

The relationship between attachment insecurity and marital burnout has received growing empirical support.

Insecurely attached individuals may have greater difficulty regulating negative emotions and resolving interpersonal
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conflicts, thereby increasing their vulnerability to relational exhaustion. Attachment styles have been implicated in
structural models of marital burnout, both directly and through psychological mechanisms such as differentiation,
emotional intelligence, intimacy, and marital self-regulation (Asadi et al., 2022; Barzegar Kahnemooi et al.,
2022; Pouya et al., 2025). Attachment has similarly been identified as a mediating mechanism connecting
emotion regulation and learned helplessness with marital burnout (Ali Akbari & Garzin Mataei, 2024). Moreover,
early maladaptive schemas may contribute to the association between insecure attachment and marital burnout by
reinforcing negative beliefs about intimacy, trust, abandonment, and emotional needs (Daremi et al., 2025). These
findings imply that marital burnout and attachment insecurity may operate in a mutually reinforcing relational
context.

Attachment patterns are relevant not only to marital burnout but also to responses to more severe relational stressors.
Differences in attachment have been observed among women exposed to domestic violence, women facing divorce,
and women reporting high marital satisfaction (Tabar et al., 2025). Attachment processes have also been
associated with attitudes toward marital infidelity through coping strategies (Khazraloo et al., 2026), while
systematic evidence indicates that attachment dimensions influence psychological adjustment under highly stressful
marital circumstances such as infertility (Tacchino et al., 2025). These findings highlight the broader role of
attachment security in determining how individuals perceive and respond to relational stress.

One potentially important psychological consequence of persistent relational insecurity is paranoid ideation.
Paranoid thoughts involve suspicious, threat-oriented interpretations of other people’s intentions and may range
from relatively common interpersonal mistrust to more severe beliefs concerning hostility, persecution, or deliberate
harm. Such thoughts are not limited to psychiatric populations and can occur at varying intensities in nonclinical
individuals. Within intimate relationships, paranoid thinking may be manifested as excessive suspicion, doubts
about a partner’s loyalty, heightened sensitivity to ambiguous behavior, or a persistent expectation of deception or
interpersonal harm.

Empirical research has consistently linked insecure attachment with vulnerability to paranoia. Early evidence
demonstrated that insecure attachment predicted proneness to paranoia, suggesting that negative models of
relationships may specifically contribute to suspicious interpersonal cognition (Pickering et al., 2008).
Attachment styles and defensive mechanisms have also been associated with paranoid ideation among nonclinical
young adults (Ciocca et al., 2017). One explanation for this association concerns experiential avoidance.
Individuals who are unable to tolerate painful feelings related to vulnerability, rejection, or abandonment may
attempt to avoid or suppress these experiences, and such avoidance may contribute to externalized threat
interpretations. Experiential avoidance has consequently been identified as a mediator between attachment styles
and paranoid ideation (Castilho et al., 2017).

Emotion regulation represents another important pathway from insecure attachment to paranoia. Individuals with
anxious attachment may hyperactivate emotional and threat-monitoring systems, whereas avoidantly attached
individuals frequently suppress attachment needs and distance themselves from emotional dependence. Both

strategies may interfere with balanced interpretation of interpersonal information. Research has shown that emotion
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regulation difficulties partly explain pathways from insecure attachment to paranoia (Partridge et al., 2022). A
systematic critical review similarly identified several cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes—including
negative beliefs about self and others, rejection sensitivity, emotion dysregulation, avoidance, and threat-related
processing—as mechanisms connecting insecure attachment with paranoid thinking (Sood et al., 2022).
Cognitive fusion may further intensify this process. When individuals treat distressing thoughts as literal
representations of reality rather than as mental events, attachment-related fears may more readily develop into
suspicious beliefs. Experimental evidence indicates that cognitive fusion mediates the influence of attachment-
related representations on paranoia and anxiety (Sood & Newman-Taylor, 2020). More comprehensive models
likewise suggest that insecure attachment contributes to paranoid symptoms through multiple interacting
psychological processes (Trucharte et al., 2022). Evidence from clinical populations further demonstrates that
disorganized attachment and negative schemas can contribute to the relationship between interpersonal trauma and
paranoia (Humphrey et al., 2022). Collectively, these findings indicate that attachment insecurity may provide a
psychological bridge between adverse interpersonal experiences and threat-oriented cognition.

Within marriage, marital burnout may constitute an important activating context for these processes. Emotional
exhaustion, declining intimacy, unresolved conflict, and perceived unavailability of the spouse can threaten
attachment security. Anxiously attached individuals may react with intensified fears of rejection and hypervigilance
to signs of abandonment, whereas avoidantly attached individuals may respond with emotional withdrawal and
increased distrust. Secure attachment, in contrast, may protect individuals by facilitating adaptive emotional
regulation, constructive communication, and less threatening interpretations of ambiguous interpersonal situations.
Evidence that communication-skills interventions can reduce marital burnout further underscores the modifiable
nature of relational processes associated with emotional exhaustion (Korahng Behshti & Torkaman, 2023).
Marital burnout has also been implicated in pathways toward emotional divorce, emphasizing the broader relational
consequences of persistent exhaustion (Sarkhabi Abdolmaleki et al., 2022). Despite these converging lines of
evidence, relatively little attention has been directed toward simultaneously examining marital burnout, attachment
styles, and paranoid thoughts within a single structural model. Therefore, the present study aimed to predict paranoid
thoughts based on marital burnout with emphasis on the mediating role of couples’ attachment styles.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed a descriptive-correlational research design using structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of married individuals aged 20 to 60 years residing in Karaj,
Iran, who had been married for at least one year. A total of 206 eligible participants were included in the final study
sample using purposive/convenience sampling. Eligibility criteria included being legally married, having at least
one year of marital life, being between 20 and 60 years of age, and providing informed consent. Individuals
reporting an active diagnosed psychiatric condition capable of substantially influencing paranoid symptoms or
severe cognitive impairment that prevented completion of the questionnaires were excluded. Data were collected
using the Collins and Read Adult Attachment Scale, the Pines Marital Burnout Measure, and the Green Paranoid

Thoughts Scale. The Adult Attachment Scale assessed secure, anxious, and avoidant attachment dimensions. The

\A



b33 ) OIS g (U ) 5! (i

Marital Burnout Measure assessed physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion associated with marital
relationships, while the Green Paranoid Thoughts Scale assessed paranoid ideation, including persecutory and
related paranoid thoughts. Data analysis was conducted at descriptive and inferential levels. Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated to examine bivariate relationships among the study variables. Structural equation
modeling was subsequently performed to evaluate direct and indirect relationships among marital burnout,
attachment styles, and paranoid thoughts. Model fit was evaluated using standard fit indices, and indirect effects
were examined to determine the mediating role of attachment styles. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version
26 and AMOS version 24.

Findings

The correlation analysis demonstrated statistically significant associations among all principal study variables.
Paranoid thoughts were positively correlated with avoidant attachment (r=0.472, p<0.01), anxious attachment
(r=0.711, p<0.01), and marital burnout (r=0.809, p<0.01), whereas they were negatively correlated with secure
attachment (r=-0.594, p<0.01). Marital burnout was positively associated with avoidant attachment (r=0.577,
p<0.01) and anxious attachment (r=0.696, p<0.01), while its relationship with secure attachment was negative (r=-
0.651, p<0.01).

The structural model showed that marital burnout had a statistically significant positive direct effect on paranoid
thoughts ($=0.745, p=0.001). Marital burnout significantly predicted anxious attachment ($=0.729, p<0.001) and
avoidant attachment ($=0.595, p=0.001) in the positive direction, while its effect on secure attachment was negative
and significant ($=-0.663, p=0.001). Regarding the paths from attachment styles to paranoid thoughts, anxious
attachment had a significant positive effect ($=0.282, p=0.001), and avoidant attachment also had a significant
positive effect (f=0.237, p=0.001). In contrast, secure attachment showed a significant negative effect on paranoid
thoughts (f=-0.129, p<0.001).

The mediation analysis demonstrated that attachment styles significantly transmitted part of the relationship
between marital burnout and paranoid thoughts. The indirect effect through anxious attachment was significant
(B=0.161, p=0.005), as was the indirect effect through avoidant attachment (f=0.057, p<0.001). The indirect
pathway involving secure attachment was also statistically significant (3=0.084, p=0.001). Thus, marital burnout
was associated with paranoid thoughts through both a substantial direct pathway and statistically significant indirect
pathways involving anxious, avoidant, and secure attachment patterns.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that marital burnout is strongly associated with paranoid thoughts and that attachment
styles constitute meaningful psychological mechanisms in this relationship. The significant direct path suggests that
increasing emotional, psychological, and physical exhaustion within marriage may independently increase the
likelihood of suspicious and threat-oriented interpersonal interpretations. When the marital relationship is
experienced as chronically disappointing, emotionally distant, or unreliable, ambiguous behaviors of the spouse

may increasingly be interpreted as evidence of rejection, deception, hostility, or hidden intentions.
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The findings also clarified the differential roles of attachment patterns. Greater marital burnout was associated with
stronger anxious and avoidant attachment tendencies and lower secure attachment. Anxious attachment
subsequently increased paranoid thoughts, which can be understood in terms of heightened rejection sensitivity,
fear of abandonment, hypervigilance, and excessive attention to potential interpersonal threat. In an emotionally
exhausted marriage, an anxiously attached individual may perceive ordinary fluctuations in intimacy or
responsiveness as indications of rejection or betrayal.

Avoidant attachment also significantly contributed to paranoid thinking. Individuals with avoidant tendencies
commonly reduce emotional dependence and maintain psychological distance when relationships become stressful.
Although this strategy may temporarily reduce emotional vulnerability, persistent distancing can decrease
communication and opportunities to correct inaccurate interpretations. Consequently, distrust and negative
assumptions regarding the spouse’s intentions may remain unchallenged and gradually intensify.

Secure attachment displayed an opposite pattern. Higher marital burnout was associated with lower attachment
security, whereas secure attachment predicted fewer paranoid thoughts. Secure attachment may therefore represent
a protective relational resource. Individuals with greater attachment security are more likely to tolerate ambiguity,
communicate directly about relational concerns, regulate distress, and distinguish marital dissatisfaction from
deliberate interpersonal threat. These abilities may prevent ordinary marital conflicts or periods of emotional
exhaustion from developing into persistent suspicious interpretations.

The significant indirect effects provide the central contribution of the study. Marital burnout appears to influence
paranoid thoughts partly through the attachment system. Relational exhaustion may activate fears of abandonment,
intensify avoidance and distrust, or undermine feelings of security; these attachment-related changes may
subsequently influence how the individual interprets the spouse’s behavior. At the same time, the persistence of a
strong direct effect indicates that attachment styles do not fully explain the association. Other processes such as
emotion dysregulation, rejection sensitivity, cognitive fusion, maladaptive schemas, interpersonal mistrust,
experiential avoidance, and unresolved marital conflict may also contribute.

Overall, the results support an integrated relational and psychological explanation of paranoid thinking among
married individuals. Marital burnout should not be viewed solely as dissatisfaction with the relationship; it may
create a broader context of interpersonal insecurity in which suspicious cognition becomes more likely. Attachment
styles determine, at least partly, how this relational insecurity is processed. Anxious and avoidant attachment
patterns amplify the pathway toward paranoid thinking, whereas secure attachment appears to attenuate it. These
findings suggest that assessment and intervention with distressed couples may benefit from simultaneously
addressing marital burnout, attachment insecurity, emotional regulation, communication patterns, and threat-related
interpretations. Strengthening attachment security and restoring trust and emotional responsiveness within the
marital relationship may help reduce both relational exhaustion and the development or persistence of paranoid

thoughts.
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