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Abstract

Background & Aims: Marriage is regarded as one of the most fundamental social institutions
that plays a crucial role in ensuring psychological well-being, emotional stability, and social
health. The quality of marital relationships not only affects the couple themselves but also
influences family functioning and, consequently, the mental health of the broader community.
Couples are continuously exposed to a variety of life events, challenges, conflicts, and stressful
situations. The way they perceive, interpret, and respond to these issues can significantly affect
their physical and psychological health. When couples possess constructive attitudes, effective
communication skills, and emotional regulation abilities, they are more likely to maintain a
cohesive and satisfying marital relationship. Conversely, maladaptive perceptions and
dysfunctional interaction patterns may lead to emotional distance, marital dissatisfaction, and
even emotional divorce. One of the key psychological factors influencing marital cohesion is
attachment style. According to attachment theory, early interactions with primary caregivers
shape individuals’ internal working models, which later influence their expectations,
emotional responses, and behaviors in intimate relationships. Securely attached individuals
tend to trust their partners, express emotions appropriately, and manage conflicts
constructively, all of which contribute to higher levels of marital cohesion. In contrast, insecure
attachment styles- such as anxious or avoidant attachment- are often associated with fear of
intimacy, excessive dependency, emotional withdrawal, or heightened sensitivity to rejection,
which can undermine the stability of marital relationships. Another influential variable is
differentiation of self, derived from Bowen’s family systems theory. Differentiation refers to
an individual’s ability to maintain emotional autonomy while remaining emotionally
connected to significant others. Individuals with higher levels of differentiation can balance
rational thinking and emotional responses, tolerate stress, and engage in intimate relationships
without losing their sense of self. Low differentiation, however, is associated with emotional
reactivity, fusion, or emotional cutoff, which may increase marital conflicts and reduce
cohesion. Considering the social and cultural transformations in contemporary Iranian society,
marital relationships are undergoing significant changes, and many couples experience
difficulties in adapting to new relational patterns. Family counseling clinics frequently
encounter couples struggling with communication problems, attachment insecurities, and
unresolved emotional dependencies. Therefore, identifying the psychological determinants of
marital cohesion is essential for developing effective preventive and therapeutic interventions.
Accordingly, the present study aimed to design a structural model of marital cohesion based
on attachment styles and differentiation of self among couples referring to family counseling
clinics in Kerman in 2023. The study sought to examine the direct and indirect relationships
among these variables and to determine the extent to which attachment styles and
differentiation of self can predict marital cohesion.

Methods: The present study was a correlational research based on the structural equation
modeling approach. The statistical population consisted of all clients referring to family
counseling clinics in Kerman during the first six months (spring and summer) of 2023. To
determine the sample size, the research literature related to the SEM method was reviewed,
and according to the recommendation of Tabachnick and Fidell (2007), a sample of 386
individuals who met the inclusion criteria was selected. Participants were chosen from eight
psychological clinics in Kerman using cluster random sampling. The research instruments
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included the Differentiation of Self Inventory (Skowron, 2000), the Dyadic Adjustment Scale
by Graham Spanier (1976), and the Adult Attachment Questionnaire by Hazan and Shaver
(1987). For inferential statistics and testing the research hypotheses, structural equation
modeling was conducted using AMOS software.

Results: The findings indicated a significant relationship between secure attachment style and
marital cohesion. Considering the positive path coefficients, these relationships were direct
and incremental. Moreover, significant negative (inverse) relationships were found between
insecure attachment styles and marital cohesion, ambivalent attachment style and marital
cohesion, as well as differentiation of self and marital cohesion.

Conclusion: The findings of the present study highlight the pivotal role of attachment styles
and differentiation of self in shaping marital cohesion among couples seeking counseling
services. The structural model confirmed that secure attachment positively predicts marital
cohesion, indicating that individuals who feel emotionally safe and trust their partners are more
capable of establishing intimate, supportive, and enduring relationships. Securely attached
couples demonstrate greater empathy, effective communication, and collaborative problem-
solving, which strengthen mutual understanding and emotional bonding. In contrast, insecure
attachment styles- particularly anxious and ambivalent patterns- were negatively associated
with marital cohesion. These individuals often experience heightened fears of abandonment,
emotional dependency, or avoidance of closeness, which disrupt healthy interaction patterns
and increase marital tension. Such attachment insecurities may lead to misinterpretation of
partner behaviors, emotional overreactions, or withdrawal, ultimately weakening the couple’s
emotional connection. Furthermore, differentiation of self emerged as a fundamental mediator
in the relationship between attachment styles and marital cohesion. Couples with higher
differentiation were better able to regulate emotions, maintain personal boundaries, and engage
in intimate relationships without emotional fusion or cutoff. This capacity enabled them to
manage conflicts constructively and preserve relationship stability even in stressful situations.
Conversely, low differentiation was associated with emotional reactivity, unresolved family-
of-origin issues, and increased vulnerability to marital dissatisfaction. Based on these results,
it can be concluded that enhancing attachment security and promoting differentiation skills
should be considered core components of marital counseling and educational programs.
Interventions that focus on improving emotional awareness, communication skills, and self-
regulation can help couples modify maladaptive attachment patterns and develop healthier
relational dynamics. Family therapists and counselors are encouraged to incorporate
attachment-based and Bowenian approaches to strengthen couples’ abilities to balance
intimacy with autonomy. The study also underscores the importance of preventive measures
at community and clinical levels. Premarital and marital enrichment programs that teach
couples how to recognize their attachment needs, differentiate emotions from thoughts, and
resolve conflicts effectively can contribute to greater marital cohesion and reduce the risk of
emotional divorce. Given the cultural transition in Iranian society, such interventions are
particularly valuable for supporting couples in adapting to modern relational expectations. In
summary, the proposed model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding marital
cohesion through the lens of attachment and differentiation. By addressing these psychological
foundations, mental health professionals can design more effective strategies to enhance
marital satisfaction, promote family stability, and ultimately improve the psychological well-
being of couples and society as a whole.
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