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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and test a causal model of marital adjustment based on attachment styles, self-differentiation, and sense of
psychological coherence, with marital expectations as a mediator among married women in Shiraz, Iran. This applied study employed a
descriptive—correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical population comprised all married women residing
in the 11 municipal districts of Shiraz in autumn 2024. Using multistage cluster random sampling, 342 women were selected. Data were
collected using Spanier’s Dyadic Adjustment Scale, Omidvar’s Marital Expectations Questionnaire, the Hazan and Shaver Adult
Attachment Questionnaire, Drake’s Self-Differentiation Scale, and Antonovsky’s Sense of Coherence Scale. Data analysis was conducted
using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS version 3.2.8. Partial least squares structural equation modeling and bootstrapping procedures were
applied to assess the measurement model, direct paths, indirect effects, and overall model fit. Secure attachment, self-differentiation, and
sense of psychological coherence had positive and significant direct effects on both marital expectations and marital adjustment, whereas
avoidant attachment had negative and significant effects on both variables. The direct effects of anxious attachment on marital expectations
and marital adjustment were not significant. Marital expectations positively predicted marital adjustment ($=0.470, p<0.001). Moreover,
marital expectations significantly mediated the relationships of secure attachment (f=0.138, p<0.001), avoidant attachment (f=-0.067,
p=0.006), self-differentiation (=0.111, p<0.001), and sense of psychological coherence (p=0.073, p=0.001) with marital adjustment.
However, the indirect effect of anxious attachment was not significant. The model explained 34.6% of the variance in marital expectations
and 55.9% of the variance in marital adjustment. The goodness-of-fit indices supported the adequacy of the proposed structural model.
Marital expectations represent a central psychological mechanism through which attachment-related characteristics and individual
psychological resources influence marital adjustment. Interventions aimed at developing realistic and constructive marital expectations,
strengthening secure attachment, improving self-differentiation, and enhancing psychological coherence may therefore contribute to more
effective clinical and preventive programs for couples.

Keywords: Marital adjustment; attachment styles; self-differentiation; sense of psychological coherence; marital expectations; structural
equation modeling
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Introduction

Marital adjustment is a multidimensional indicator of the quality and stability of marital relationships and reflects
the extent to which spouses achieve agreement, cohesion, satisfaction, emotional closeness, and effective
management of shared responsibilities. It should not be understood merely as the absence of conflict; rather, it
represents a dynamic process through which spouses coordinate their personal needs, expectations, values, and
relational goals. High marital adjustment is generally associated with constructive communication, reciprocal
support, mutual respect, collaborative decision-making, and greater psychological well-being, whereas low
adjustment may contribute to persistent conflict, emotional distance, dissatisfaction, and instability within the
family system. Previous evidence has shown that marital adjustment is closely related to marital virtues,
psychological well-being, conflict management, and satisfaction with married life (Atashpour & Delfrouzi, 2024;
Rastgoftar & Khodadadi, 2023; Tamannaeifar et al., 2025). It may also be affected by chronic psychological
and behavioral pressures within the family, emphasizing the need to identify the individual and relational resources
that protect marital functioning (Bisoi et al., 2024).

Attachment style is one of the major psychological constructs proposed to explain individual differences in intimate
relationships. Attachment theory suggests that early interpersonal experiences contribute to relatively stable internal
working models concerning the self, others, trust, emotional availability, and expectations of support. These models
continue to influence adult romantic relationships, particularly the ways individuals establish intimacy, seek

reassurance, regulate emotions, and respond to perceived rejection or relational threat (Fraley & Shaver, 2021).
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Securely attached individuals are generally comfortable with intimacy and autonomy and are more likely to perceive
their partners as responsive and supportive. By contrast, avoidant attachment is characterized by emotional
distancing, discomfort with dependency, and reduced willingness to seek or provide support, while anxious
attachment is associated with fear of abandonment, excessive reassurance seeking, and heightened sensitivity to
signs of rejection.

Empirical research has consistently linked secure attachment with higher marital satisfaction and adjustment and
insecure attachment with poorer relationship outcomes (Costa & Mosmann, 2020; Eslami Ramchahi et al.,
2025). Dyadic evidence further indicates that attachment styles may influence marital satisfaction through
perceived partner responsiveness, suggesting that attachment affects not only personal emotional experiences but
also interpretations of the spouse’s availability and support (Lu et al., 2024). Avoidant attachment may be
particularly detrimental because emotional withdrawal and limited support seeking can impair conflict resolution
and intimacy. Its negative effects on marital satisfaction may occur through reduced spousal support and
maladaptive coping tendencies (Xiong et al., 2022). Avoidant attachment has also been directly associated with
lower marital adjustment, with relationally destructive processes such as intimate partner violence serving as
possible mediating mechanisms (Rigi et al., 2025). However, findings concerning anxious attachment have been
less consistent, suggesting that its effects may depend on contextual and interpersonal variables such as the partner’s
responsiveness, emotion regulation, or conflict management capacity.

Self-differentiation is another important construct for understanding marital functioning. Rooted in Bowen family
systems theory, self-differentiation refers to the ability to maintain a stable sense of identity while remaining
emotionally connected to significant others. A well-differentiated individual can distinguish thoughts from
emotions, preserve personal values under interpersonal pressure, and avoid both excessive emotional fusion and
emotional cutoff. Reviews of this construct have demonstrated its relevance to emotional regulation, psychological
health, family functioning, and intimate relationship quality (Calatrava et al., 2022). Higher differentiation has
been associated with greater marital satisfaction, more adaptive parenting, and stronger relational stability
(Mohammadi & Hassanpour, 2023; Mozas-Alonso et al., 2022). It may also influence broader well-being
indirectly through marital adjustment (Isik et al., 2020). Moreover, self-differentiation can function as a mediating
mechanism between early attachment experiences and the quality of adult marital relationships (Lampis et al.,
2025).

Sense of psychological coherence represents another potentially protective resource in marital life. It refers to the
extent to which individuals perceive life events as comprehensible, manageable, and meaningful. Individuals with
a strong sense of coherence are more likely to interpret stressors as understandable, believe that adequate resources
are available for coping, and regard efforts to manage difficulties as worthwhile. Longitudinal evidence suggests
that sense of coherence can predict marital adjustment over time (Antonovsky & Ben-Ari, 2020). It has also been
linked to healthier family functioning during stressful transitions and to greater psychological resilience under
prolonged adversity (Danioni et al., 2023; Ngai et al., 2016). In marital relationships, this resource may help

spouses interpret disagreements as manageable challenges rather than signs of relational failure.
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Marital expectations constitute an important cognitive mechanism through which these individual characteristics
may influence adjustment. Such expectations include beliefs and predictions about the spouse’s role, emotional
support, intimacy, responsibilities, conflict resolution, and the future of the relationship. Constructive and realistic
expectations can facilitate flexibility and satisfaction, whereas rigid or idealized expectations may increase
disappointment and conflict. Expectations regarding future relationship satisfaction have been identified as
important sources of commitment (Baker et al., 2017). Marital expectations have also been associated with
relational satisfaction, burnout, emotional cutoff, and adjustment (Kakolian et al., 2023; More, 2025;
Yarmohammadi Vasel et al., 2023). Therefore, marital expectations may serve as a central mediator linking
attachment patterns, self-differentiation, and psychological coherence to marital adjustment.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop and test a causal model of marital adjustment based on attachment
styles, self-differentiation, and sense of psychological coherence, with marital expectations as a mediating variable
among married women in Shiraz, Iran.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a descriptive-correlational design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of all married women residing in the 11 municipal districts of Shiraz during autumn 2024.
Because of the geographical dispersion of the population, multistage cluster random sampling was used. Six
municipal districts were randomly selected, followed by the random selection of neighborhoods within those
districts. Married women residing in the selected clusters were then invited to participate. A total of 384
guestionnaires were collected, and after incomplete or invalid responses were excluded, data from 342 participants
were retained for final analysis.

The participants represented a broad age range. Of the total sample, 26.9% were aged 18 to 30 years, 30.4% were
aged 31 to 40 years, 31.9% were aged 41 to 50 years, and 10.8% were aged 51 years or older. Regarding education,
30.4% held a high school diploma, 10.8% an associate degree, 38.0% a bachelor’s degree, 17.8% a master’s degree,
and 2.9% a doctoral degree. In terms of employment, 32.5% were employees, 46.2% were homemakers, and 21.3%
were self-employed.

Marital adjustment was measured using Spanier’s 32-item Dyadic Adjustment Scale, which assesses dyadic
satisfaction, cohesion, consensus, and affectional expression. Marital expectations were assessed using Omidvar’s
32-item Marital Expectations Questionnaire, covering expectations of the spouse as a friend and supporter,
expectations of married life, and expectations of an ideal relationship. Adult attachment styles were measured using
the 15-item Hazan and Shaver Adult Attachment Questionnaire, which evaluates secure, avoidant, and anxious
attachment. Self-differentiation was assessed using Drake’s 18-item Self-Differentiation Scale. Sense of
psychological coherence was measured using Antonovsky’s 13-item scale, which assesses comprehensibility,
manageability, and meaningfulness.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS version 3.2.8. Descriptive statistics included frequency,
percentage, mean, standard deviation, skewness, and kurtosis. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to

examine bivariate relationships. The measurement model was evaluated through factor loadings, average variance
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extracted, Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, the Fornell-Larcker criterion, and the heterotrait-monotrait
ratio. The structural model was assessed through standardized path coefficients, t statistics, p values, coefficients of
determination, predictive relevance, and overall fit indices. Direct and indirect effects were tested using
bootstrapping with 1,000 resamples, and statistical significance was set at 0.05.

Findings

The correlation analysis showed that secure attachment was positively associated with self-differentiation, sense of
psychological coherence, marital expectations, and marital adjustment. Its strongest correlation was with marital
adjustment at 0.513. Avoidant attachment was negatively correlated with self-differentiation, psychological
coherence, marital expectations, and marital adjustment, with its strongest negative correlation observed with
marital adjustment at -0.376. Anxious attachment also had negative bivariate correlations with the positive study
variables, although its structural effects were not significant. Self-differentiation was positively correlated with
marital expectations at 0.416 and marital adjustment at 0.455. Sense of psychological coherence was positively
correlated with marital expectations at 0.295 and marital adjustment at 0.326. The strongest correlation in the model
was between marital expectations and marital adjustment at 0.698.

The measurement model demonstrated acceptable convergent and discriminant validity and satisfactory internal
consistency. All retained factor loadings exceeded the recommended threshold, average variance extracted values
were above 0.50, and Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability values were acceptable. The Fornell-Larcker
criterion and heterotrait—-monotrait ratios also supported discriminant validity.

The structural model showed satisfactory fit. The standardized root mean square residual was 0.049, which was
below the acceptable threshold of 0.08. The normed fit index was 0.840, exceeding the minimum acceptable value
of 0.80. The d_ULS value of 0.755 and d_G value of 0.372 were both below their respective upper 95% bootstrap
confidence limits, supporting the adequacy of the model.

Secure attachment had a positive direct effect on marital expectations (f=0.294, p<0.001) and marital adjustment
(B=0.171, p<0.001). Avoidant attachment had a negative direct effect on marital expectations (f=-0.144, p=0.004)
and marital adjustment (f=-0.111, p=0.005). The direct effects of anxious attachment on marital expectations (=-
0.088, p=0.056) and marital adjustment ($=-0.042, p=0.299) were not significant.

Self-differentiation positively predicted marital expectations ($=0.236, p<0.001) and marital adjustment ($=0.150,
p<0.001). Sense of psychological coherence also had positive direct effects on marital expectations (f=0.155,
p<0.001) and marital adjustment (f=0.099, p=0.008). Marital expectations had the strongest direct effect on marital
adjustment (=0.470, p<0.001).

The mediation analysis showed that marital expectations significantly mediated the relationship between secure
attachment and marital adjustment ($=0.138, p<0.001), avoidant attachment and marital adjustment (f=-0.067,
p=0.006), self-differentiation and marital adjustment (f=0.111, p<0.001), and sense of psychological coherence and
marital adjustment (f=0.073, p=0.001). The indirect effect of anxious attachment through marital expectations was

negative but not significant (=-0.042, p=0.062).
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The exogenous variables explained 34.6% of the variance in marital expectations. The complete model explained
55.9% of the variance in marital adjustment. Predictive relevance values were 0.251 for marital expectations and
0.387 for marital adjustment, indicating moderate to strong predictive power. Secure attachment had the largest
positive total effect on marital adjustment, followed by self-differentiation, whereas avoidant attachment had the
strongest negative total effect.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings support an integrated explanation of marital adjustment in which relational attachment patterns,
intrapersonal regulatory capacities, and cognitive expectations jointly shape the quality of marital functioning.
Secure attachment emerged as an important positive predictor of both marital expectations and adjustment. Women
with greater attachment security may be more able to trust their spouses, communicate emotional needs, tolerate
relational vulnerability, and interpret disagreements without immediately perceiving them as rejection. These
characteristics can directly enhance marital functioning and also contribute to more constructive expectations
regarding companionship, support, and the future of the marriage.

Avoidant attachment was associated with poorer expectations and lower adjustment. Emotional distancing,
discomfort with intimacy, and reluctance to seek support may weaken mutual responsiveness and reduce
opportunities for collaborative problem solving. The significant indirect effect through marital expectations
suggests that avoidant individuals may not only behave more distantly but may also hold more restricted or
pessimistic expectations about what a spouse or marriage can provide. These expectations may gradually reinforce
dissatisfaction and relational withdrawal.

The nonsignificant paths involving anxious attachment indicate that anxiety alone may not uniformly reduce
adjustment. Its consequences may depend on the spouse’s behavior, the degree of reassurance available, and other
regulatory or relational conditions. Some anxiously attached individuals may maintain high involvement in the
relationship despite emotional insecurity, while others may experience substantial conflict. Thus, anxious
attachment may require additional mediators or moderators to explain its association with adjustment more
precisely.

Self-differentiation had both direct and mediated effects on marital adjustment. Women who can preserve personal
identity while remaining emotionally connected are likely to manage disagreements with less reactivity and greater
clarity. They may also form more realistic expectations because they do not require the spouse to regulate all their
emotions or validate every belief. This balance between autonomy and intimacy appears central to stable marital
functioning.

Sense of psychological coherence also contributed to adjustment. Women who perceive life events as
understandable, manageable, and meaningful may interpret marital difficulties as challenges that can be addressed
rather than as evidence of irreversible failure. This perspective can encourage active coping, persistence, and more
flexible expectations. Its significant indirect effect further indicates that psychological coherence influences

adjustment partly by shaping how individuals conceptualize marriage and evaluate their spouse’s role.

YO



(0 S o S ity plovadt b 3 895 S50 1L Sl (S S ol 1 9805 55 3 B Jo 890 | 51150 g S8 Julo

The strongest direct predictor of marital adjustment was marital expectations. This finding emphasizes that spouses
do not respond only to objective relational events; they respond to the meaning of those events in relation to their
prior beliefs and standards. Realistic, flexible, and mutually negotiated expectations can support satisfaction and
cooperation, whereas rigid or idealized expectations may magnify disappointment. Marital expectations therefore
function as a central cognitive bridge through which attachment security, differentiation, and psychological
coherence are translated into relational outcomes.

Overall, the proposed model demonstrated satisfactory fit and meaningful explanatory power. It showed that marital
adjustment is best understood as the result of interconnected relational, emotional, and cognitive processes.
Strengthening secure attachment, reducing avoidant relational strategies, improving self-differentiation, enhancing
psychological coherence, and restructuring unrealistic marital expectations may therefore be valuable targets in
premarital counseling, couple therapy, and family education programs. The findings particularly highlight marital
expectations as a central intervention point because they represent a modifiable mechanism through which several
psychological characteristics affect marital adjustment.
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