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Marital Adjustment from a Cognitive Empowerment Perspective: Examining the
Effectiveness of the Maher Crystallized Intelligence Training Package
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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of a cognitive empowerment—
based Maher Crystallized Intelligence training package on couples’ marital
adjustment. A quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up
stages and a control group was employed. The study population consisted of
couples experiencing marital communication difficulties who attended
counseling centers affiliated with the Martyrs Foundation in Tehran during
2023-2024. A total of 40 couples were selected through convenience and
purposive sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups. Marital adjustment was measured using the Spanier Marital
Adjustment Questionnaire. The experimental group participated in 17 group-
based sessions of the Maher Crystallized Intelligence training package, while
the control group received no intervention. Data were analyzed using repeated
measures analysis of variance. The results of repeated measures ANOVA
revealed a significant time x group interaction for overall marital adjustment
and all its subscales (P<0.001). Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed
significant differences between pretest and posttest as well as pretest and
follow-up, whereas no significant difference was observed between posttest
and follow-up, indicating the stability of the intervention effects over time.
The Maher Crystallized Intelligence training package appears to be an
effective, multidimensional, and culturally grounded intervention for
enhancing marital adjustment and sustaining adaptive relational patterns
among couples.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital adjustment is widely recognized as a core indicator of relationship quality and family stability,
reflecting couples’ ability to achieve satisfaction, consensus, cohesion, and effective emotional expression
within marital life. Contemporary family psychology emphasizes that marital relationships are not static
arrangements but dynamic psychological systems shaped by cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal processes
(Fletcher et al., 2019; Flynn, 2023). From this perspective, marriage is understood as a deeply psychological
relationship in which individual meaning-making systems, emotional regulation patterns, and learned
interactional strategies continuously interact and evolve (Jung & Hull, 2023). Consequently, marital
adjustment has become a central construct in explaining both marital continuity and vulnerability to conflict
and dissolution (Hashemi et al., 2024; Nwanosike et al., 2025).

Empirical evidence consistently shows that lower levels of marital adjustment are associated with chronic
conflict, emotional disengagement, reduced intimacy, and psychological distress among spouses. Conversely,
higher marital adjustment predicts relational stability, mental well-being, and adaptive coping with stressors.
Studies have highlighted the roles of emotional regulation (Frye et al., 2020), partner responsiveness
(Pietromonaco et al., 2022), conflict resolution styles (Unal & Akgiin, 2022), self-control (Cheung et al.,
2022), and communication quality (Girma Shifaw, 2024) as key correlates of marital adjustment. Cross-
cultural research further suggests that while marital adjustment is a universal construct, its determinants and
manifestations vary across cultural contexts, underscoring the importance of culturally grounded interventions
(Grau et al., 2025).

In recent years, increasing attention has been directed toward cognitive and emotional empowerment as
foundational mechanisms underlying adaptive marital functioning. Psychological flexibility, self-regulation,
and frustration tolerance have been shown to significantly predict marital adjustment (Alizadeh et al., 2024).
These findings align with contemporary relational models that emphasize internal cognitive—emotional
resources as buffers against external stressors and relational strain (Fletcher et al., 2019). Within this
framework, intelligence-related constructs—particularly crystallized intelligence—have gained relevance in
explaining how individuals draw upon accumulated knowledge, experience, and learned strategies to navigate
complex interpersonal situations.

Crystallized intelligence refers to the ability to apply acquired knowledge, verbal comprehension, social
understanding, and experiential learning to real-life problem solving (Warne, 2025). According to the Cattell—
Horn—Carroll (CHC) theory, crystallized intelligence constitutes a central cognitive domain underpinning
reasoning, judgment, and socially adaptive behavior (Schneider & McGrew, 2018). Research indicates that
crystallized intelligence is closely linked to verbal communication, social reasoning, and emotional
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understanding—capacities that are essential for effective marital interaction (Pacifico, 2024). Moreover,
components associated with crystallized intelligence, such as emotional and social intelligence, have
demonstrated robust associations with marital satisfaction and relational quality (Cherniss & Adler, 2023;
Mortillaro & Schlegel, 2023).

Despite the documented importance of these capacities, many couple-focused interventions have traditionally
emphasized either communication skills (Markman & Halford, 2005; Stanley et al., 2002) or emotion-
focused processes (Habibollahi Najafabadi & Zare Nistanak, 2023), often without integrating them into a
comprehensive cognitive empowerment framework. Although such interventions have shown effectiveness
(Markman et al., 2019; Worthington Jr et al., 1997), they rarely target crystallized intelligence as a unifying
construct that synthesizes cognitive, emotional, social, and metacognitive competencies.

The Maher Crystallized Intelligence framework represents an emerging integrative approach designed to
enhance individuals’ capacity to use accumulated knowledge, emotional awareness, metacognitive reflection,
and social understanding in adaptive ways. Prior research has demonstrated that training based on the Maher
framework can enhance crystallized intelligence and socio-cultural intelligence in educational contexts
(Savadkohi et al., 2024; Zelli et al., 2025). However, empirical investigations examining the application of
Maher Crystallized Intelligence training within marital and couple relationships remain scarce, particularly in
non-Western cultural contexts.

Given the theoretical relevance of crystallized intelligence to interpersonal functioning and the empirical gap
in couple-based applications, the present study sought to examine the effectiveness of a cognitive
empowerment-based Maher Crystallized Intelligence training package on marital adjustment among couples
attending counseling centers.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages, alongside a
control group. The statistical population consisted of couples experiencing marital communication and
adjustment difficulties who attended selected counseling centers in Tehran during the study period. Participants
were recruited through convenience and purposive sampling based on predefined inclusion and exclusion
criteria.

A total of 40 couples were selected and randomly assigned to either an experimental group (n = 20 couples) or
a control group (n = 20 couples). Both groups completed baseline assessments prior to the intervention. Marital
adjustment was measured using the Spanier Marital Adjustment Questionnaire, which assesses overall marital
adjustment and its subdimensions, including marital satisfaction, dyadic consensus, dyadic cohesion, and
affectional expression.

The experimental group participated in a structured Maher Crystallized Intelligence training program
consisting of 17 group-based sessions, each lasting approximately 90 minutes. The training focused on
cognitive empowerment through enhancing emotional awareness, social understanding, metacognitive
reflection, experiential reasoning, and adaptive problem-solving within marital contexts. The control group
received no intervention during the study period and only completed the assessment measures at the designated
time points.

Data were collected at three stages: pretest, posttest, and follow-up. Statistical analyses were conducted using
repeated measures analysis of variance to examine changes in marital adjustment over time and between
groups.

Findings

The results indicated a significant interaction effect between time and group on overall marital adjustment.
Couples in the experimental group demonstrated a substantial increase in total marital adjustment scores from
pretest to posttest, while no meaningful changes were observed in the control group. Improvements in the
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experimental group were maintained at the follow-up assessment, indicating stability of the intervention effects
over time.

Analysis of the subscales revealed similar patterns. Marital satisfaction scores increased significantly in the
experimental group following the intervention and remained elevated at follow-up. Dyadic cohesion showed
a marked improvement, reflecting enhanced emotional bonding and shared engagement between spouses.
Dyadic consensus also increased, suggesting greater agreement and mutual understanding in decision-making
and daily life issues. Affectional expression demonstrated significant growth, indicating improved emotional
communication and expression of intimacy.

Post hoc comparisons confirmed that the differences between pretest and posttest, as well as between pretest
and follow-up, were statistically significant for the experimental group, whereas no significant differences
emerged between posttest and follow-up scores. This pattern suggests that the gains achieved through the
Maher Crystallized Intelligence training were not transient but persisted beyond the immediate conclusion of
the program.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide empirical support for the effectiveness of a cognitive empowerment—based
Maher Crystallized Intelligence training program in enhancing marital adjustment among couples. The
observed improvements across all dimensions of marital adjustment indicate that the intervention exerted a
comprehensive influence on both cognitive and emotional aspects of marital functioning.

From a conceptual standpoint, the results suggest that strengthening couples’ ability to draw upon accumulated
knowledge, emotional insight, and reflective thinking enables more adaptive interpretations of marital
situations and more constructive responses to relational challenges. Rather than merely teaching isolated
communication techniques, the Maher approach appears to foster deeper internal capacities that support
sustained behavioral change.

The stability of the intervention effects at follow-up further highlights the potential of cognitive empowerment
frameworks to promote enduring improvements in marital relationships. By facilitating internalization of skills
and reflective awareness, the program may help couples maintain adaptive interaction patterns even in the
absence of ongoing therapeutic support.

In conclusion, the Maher Crystallized Intelligence training package represents a promising, multidimensional,
and culturally adaptable intervention for improving marital adjustment. Its emphasis on cognitive—emotional
integration positions it as a valuable addition to contemporary couple counseling and preventive family
interventions.
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