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Abstract

Background and Objective: With the rising divorce rates in Iran, the
need for effective therapeutic interventions to reduce marital conflict
and emotional divorce is increasingly evident. This study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) with an emphasis on shared spiritual values in reducing marital
conflict and emotional divorce among women at risk of divorce.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study was conducted in the second
half of 1400 (2021). Using convenience sampling, 20 participants
referring to family counseling centers in Zanjan were selected and
randomly assigned to two groups of 10 (intervention and control). The
intervention group received ten 60-minute sessions (twice weekly for
five weeks) of ACT with an emphasis on shared spiritual values, while
the control group was placed on a waiting list and received no
intervention (post-study intervention was provided to the control
group). Marital conflict (Barati & Sanaei) and emotional divorce
(Gottman) scales were used to assess pre- and post-test scores.
Independent samples t-tests on SPSS version 24 were employed to
compare the intervention and control groups in their mean scores
related to marital conflict and emotional divorce between. In the
present study, all ethical considerations were observed and the authors
reported no conflicts of interest.

Results: ACT with an emphasis on shared spiritual values effectively
reduced marital conflict and emotional divorce scores in the
intervention group compared to the control group. The mean score
related to marital conflict decreased significantly from 172.50+£18.23
to 147.25+15.68 in the intervention group (P<0.001, d=0.85), while
the control group showed no significant change. The mean emotional
divorce score decreased from 16+2.35 to 12+1.93 in the intervention
group (P<0.001, d=0.82), with no significant change in the control

group.
Conclusion: ACT with an emphasis on shared spiritual values is an

effective psychotherapeutic approach to reducing marital conflict and
emotional divorce in women at risk of divorce.
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Summary

Background and Objective

The divorce rate in Iran has followed an upward
trend in recent years, and in the year 1403 AH
(2024/2025), one divorce was registered for every
2.4 marriages (1, 2). This phenomenon, which
often occurs after an average of 10 years of shared
life, leads to serious psychological consequences,
including depression and a reduced quality of life
(3). Marital conflict is recognized as one of the
most  significant drivers of divorce, as
discrepancies in couples' levels of autonomy and
cohesion gradually sever their emotional bond
paving the way for divorce (3).

Emotional divorce is a phenomenon in which
love, companionship, and emotional
communication between spouses fade away, while
their shared life continues without a legal divorce
(4-6). In Iranian women, this phenomenon is
associated with decreased self-esteem, increased
depression, and a sense of loneliness, highlighting
the need for cultural-religious interventions (7, 8).
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT),
developed by Hayes in the late 1980s, emphasizes
fostering psychological flexibility through the
acceptance  of  unpleasant  thoughts and
commitment to values (9, 10). The integrated
version of this therapy with shared spiritual values
such as mutual respect, religious commitment, and
family wvalues based on religious teachings
alleviates emotional suffering by incorporating
spiritual dimensions and is better suited for
cultural populations like Iran (13, 14).

Recent studies demonstrate that ACT is
effective in reducing marital conflict and
emotional divorce (16, 17). This study aimed to
determine the effectiveness of ACT with an
emphasis on shared spiritual values in reducing
marital conflict and emotional divorce among
women referring to family counseling centers in
Zanjan.

Methods

Compliance with ethical guidelines: Participants
voluntarily entered the study with written
informed consent and had the right to withdraw at
any stage. They were assured that their identity
and data would be kept confidential and used
solely for research purposes.

This quasi-experimental study was conducted
using a pretest-posttest control group design in the
second half of the year 1400 AH (autumn/winter
2021) in Zanjan. The target population comprised
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(approximately 500 individuals) supervised by the
State Welfare Organization of Zanjan. Using a
convenience sampling method, 20 participants
were selected and randomly assigned to two
groups of 10 (intervention and control groups).
The sample size was calculated using G*Power
software with a statistical power of 95% and a
significance level of 0.05.

The inclusion criteria consisted of: residing in
Zanjan, having at least three years of married life,
experiencing marital conflict and emotional
divorce (based on moderate-to-severe scores on
the Marital Conflict Questionnaire [MCQ] and the
Emotional Divorce Scale [EDS]), holding at least
a high school diploma, and obtaining the spouse's
consent. The exclusion criteria included bipolar
disorder, schizophrenia, a history of psychiatric
disorders, concurrent receipt of another therapy,
and absence from more than two sessions. No
sample attrition was observed.

The intervention group received 10 60-minute
sessions (twice a week for five weeks) of ACT
with an emphasis on spiritual values. The sessions
were conducted by an experienced clinical
psychologist. The content of the sessions
included: introduction to the concepts of
acceptance and commitment, mindfulness
training, clarification of spiritual values, cognitive
defusion, committed action, and emphasis on
values such as mutual respect, religious
commitment, and community service. The control
group was placed on a waiting list and received
the intervention after the study was concluded.

The research instruments included: the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire (MCQ) developed by
Barati and Sanaei, consisting of 42 5-point Likert-
scale items with a Cronbach's alpha of 0.78; and
the Gottman Emotional Divorce Scale (EDS),
comprising 24 yes/no items with a Cronbach's
alpha of 0.89. Data were analyzed using
independent and paired samples t-tests in SPSS
software, version 24,

Results

The mean age of the participants was 30.75+4.5
years, and the mean duration of marriage was
8+2.3 years. There was no significant difference
between the two groups regarding demographic
characteristics. The results showed that ACT with
an emphasis on shared spiritual values was
effective in reducing marital conflict in the
intervention group. The mean score of marital
conflict decreased significantly from
172.50+18.23 on the pretest to 147.25+15.68 on
the posttest (P<0.001, d=0.85), whereas the
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control group showed no significant change (from
170.19+19.60 to 169.20£19.10, P=0.749).

In the domain of emotional divorce, the mean
score of the intervention group decreased from
16+2.35 to 12+1.93 (P<0.001, d=0.82), while the
control group experienced no significant change
(from 16.67+1.13 to 16.92 +2.08, P=0.368). The
large effect sizes in both variables (d ranging
between 0.82 and 0.85) indicate a strong impact of
the intervention.

The between-group t-test also confirmed a
significant difference between the two groups for
marital conflict (t=-2.60, P=0.018) and emotional
divorce (t=-4.06, P<0.001).

Conclusion

The findings of this study indicated that ACT with
an emphasis on shared spiritual values is an
effective approach for reducing marital conflict
and emotional divorce in women prone to divorce.
These results align with the studies by Siahpoosh
and Golestanibakht (35), Alami et al. (36), and
Akhavan Gholami et al. (40), which confirmed the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing marital
conflicts. They are also consistent with the
findings of Abuseidi Moghaddam et al. (19) in
reducing the feeling of loneliness, and Saadati et
al. (18) in improving post-divorce adjustment.

The mechanism of this therapy's efficacy
operates through two main pathways: first,
enhancing  psychological  flexibility  and
acceptance of difficult emotions, which leads to
constructive conflict management and the
promotion of emotional connection; second,
reducing experiential avoidance, which allows
women to accept negative emotions instead of
suppressing them and display more committed
behaviors (37, 38). Emphasizing shared spiritual
values strengthened solidarity and a sense of
purpose, contributing to the reduction of
emotional divorce. This approach is highly
compatible with Iranian culture, where religious
and family values are prominent.

The primary limitation of this study is the
small sample size (20 individuals), which limits
the generalizability of the results. It is suggested
that future studies be conducted with larger
samples, in diverse cultural regions, and with a
multi-month ~ follow-up  design.  Overall,
integrating cultural spiritual values into ACT
interventions can be an effective tool for family
counseling professionals to increase the stability
of marital relationships.
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