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Abstract

Marital satisfaction, as one of the most important indicators of family life quality, can be
influenced by cognitive, emotional, and interpersonal factors. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the relationship between self-differentiation and irrational beliefs with
marital satisfaction in women experiencing marital problems. This applied study was
conducted using a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population included all
women with marital problems who referred to counseling centers and psychological clinics in
Tonekabon during the first half of 2020. A total of 100 participants were selected through
convenience sampling. The research instruments included the Self-Differentiation
Questionnaire developed by Skowron and Friedlander (1998), the Irrational Beliefs
Questionnaire by Jones (1969), and the ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire developed
by Olson (1998). Data were collected online and analyzed using SPSS version 26. Descriptive
statistics, Kolmogorov—Smirnov test, Pearson correlation coefficient, and multiple regression
analysis were employed for data analysis. The results revealed a significant positive
relationship between self-differentiation and marital satisfaction (r=0.264, p<0.01). In addition,
a significant negative relationship was found between irrational beliefs and marital satisfaction
(r=-0.256, p<0.05). Stepwise regression analysis demonstrated that self-differentiation and
irrational beliefs together explained 11% of the variance in marital satisfaction (R2=0.110,
p=0.004). In the final regression model, self-differentiation positively and significantly
predicted marital satisfaction, whereas irrational beliefs negatively and significantly predicted
marital satisfaction. The findings indicated that self-differentiation and irrational beliefs are
important psychological factors associated with marital satisfaction in women with marital
problems. Higher levels of self-differentiation and lower levels of irrational beliefs may
contribute to improving marital relationship quality and increasing marital satisfaction.
Therefore, incorporating emotional regulation training, cognitive restructuring, and self-
differentiation enhancement into counseling and couple therapy programs appears to be
essential.

Keywords: Self-Differentiation, Irrational Beliefs, Marital Satisfaction, Women with Marital
Problems, Marital Relationship
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marriage is considered one of the most important interpersonal and social relationships in human life, and
marital satisfaction is a major indicator of the quality and stability of this relationship. Marital satisfaction
reflects individuals’ subjective evaluation of the quality of their marital relationship and includes dimensions
such as emotional intimacy, communication, mutual understanding, conflict resolution, and psychological
security. High marital satisfaction is associated with better mental health, emotional well-being, and family
functioning, whereas marital dissatisfaction is linked to anxiety, depression, emotional distress, and marital
instability (Zaheri et al., 2016). In recent decades, researchers have increasingly emphasized the importance
of psychological and interpersonal variables in explaining marital satisfaction and adjustment.

Marital satisfaction is not solely determined by external or socioeconomic conditions; rather, cognitive,
emotional, and relational characteristics of spouses significantly influence the quality of marital life. Studies
have shown that the way individuals perceive, interpret, and emotionally respond to marital interactions can
strengthen or weaken marital relationships (Batt et al., 2015). Therefore, identifying psychological variables
associated with marital satisfaction is essential for developing effective counseling and therapeutic
interventions for couples experiencing marital difficulties.

One of the major constructs associated with marital functioning is self-differentiation. Derived from Bowen’s
family systems theory, self-differentiation refers to the ability to maintain emotional balance and preserve
one’s sense of self while remaining emotionally connected to others. Individuals with high levels of self-
differentiation are able to separate emotions from rational thinking, regulate emotional reactions effectively,
and maintain autonomy within close relationships (Moral et al., 2021). Conversely, individuals with low self-
differentiation often experience emotional fusion, dependency, emotional reactivity, and difficulties in
managing interpersonal stress, which may negatively affect marital relationships.

Research findings consistently indicate that self-differentiation plays an important role in marital adjustment
and relationship satisfaction. Lampis et al. demonstrated that higher levels of self-differentiation were
positively associated with dyadic adjustment and marital quality among couples (Lampis et al., 2019).
Similarly, Finzi-Dottan reported that self-differentiation indirectly contributed to marital satisfaction through
reducing fear of intimacy (Finzi-Dottan, 2023). Other studies have also highlighted the role of self-
differentiation in emotional regulation, communication quality, and psychological well-being in romantic
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relationships (Keles et al., 2023). In addition, developmental perspectives suggest that family experiences
during adolescence and early adulthood significantly influence individuals’ emotional functioning and
relational patterns in later intimate relationships (Xia et al., 2018).

Alongside self-differentiation, irrational beliefs have been identified as another important cognitive factor
affecting marital satisfaction. According to cognitive theories, irrational beliefs involve unrealistic, rigid, and
absolutist expectations that distort individuals’ interpretations of interpersonal experiences. These beliefs often
include excessive demands for approval, catastrophic thinking, perfectionistic expectations, and intolerance of
frustration. Such cognitive distortions can negatively influence emotional functioning and relationship quality
(Qarebaghi & Tavakoli, 2019).

In marital relationships, irrational beliefs may manifest as unrealistic expectations toward one’s spouUSe,
intolerance of disagreements, exaggerated sensitivity to criticism, and rigid assumptions about ideal marital
behavior. These dysfunctional cognitions often intensify interpersonal conflicts and reduce relationship
satisfaction. Previous studies have shown that irrational beliefs are negatively associated with marital
adjustment and emotional intimacy (Lotfi Sarjini et al., 2019). Furthermore, maladaptive cognitive patterns
can increase emotional distress and impair couples’ ability to cope with everyday marital challenges effectively
(Favero et al., 2021).

Recent studies have also suggested that self-differentiation and irrational beliefs may simultaneously
contribute to marital functioning. Individuals with low self-differentiation may be more vulnerable to
maladaptive cognitions and emotional instability, which in turn can reduce marital satisfaction. Emotional
differentiation and emotional regulation capacities are also closely related to stress management and
interpersonal adjustment (Lischetzke et al., 2021). In women experiencing marital conflict, these
psychological vulnerabilities may become even more prominent and significantly affect their emotional well-
being and relationship quality (Skirbekk, 2023). Moreover, marital dissatisfaction has been identified as a
major factor contributing to emotional distress and relational instability among women (Widiastuti, 2021).
Despite the growing body of research on marital satisfaction, relatively few studies have simultaneously
examined the relationship of self-differentiation and irrational beliefs with marital satisfaction among women
experiencing marital problems. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between self-
differentiation and irrational beliefs with marital satisfaction in women with marital problems.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied, descriptive-correlational research design. The statistical population
consisted of all women with marital problems who referred to counseling centers and psychological clinics in
Tonekabon during the first half of 2020. Based on the nature of the correlational design and the number of
predictor variables, 100 eligible women were selected using convenience sampling.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and related health restrictions, data collection was conducted online. After
obtaining the necessary permissions from counseling centers and securing informed consent from participants,
the research questionnaires were distributed electronically through a researcher-designed online link.
Participants were assured that all collected information would remain confidential and would only be used for
research purposes.

The research instruments included the Self-Differentiation Questionnaire developed by Skowron and
Friedlander (1998), the Irrational Beliefs Questionnaire developed by Jones (1969), and the ENRICH Marital
Satisfaction Questionnaire developed by Olson (1998). The Self-Differentiation Questionnaire assessed
emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff, fusion with others, and “I-position.” The Irrational Beliefs
Questionnaire measured dysfunctional cognitive patterns such as helplessness toward change, approval-
seeking, emotional irresponsibility, and avoidance of problems. The ENRICH questionnaire evaluated various
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dimensions of marital satisfaction, including communication, conflict resolution, financial management,
sexual relations, and emotional intimacy.

Descriptive statistics including means and standard deviations were used to summarize the data. Inferential
analyses included the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test to examine normality assumptions, Pearson correlation
coefficient to assess relationships among variables, and stepwise multiple regression analysis to determine the
predictive role of self-differentiation and irrational beliefs in marital satisfaction. Data analysis was conducted
using SPSS version 26.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that 22% of participants were younger than 30 years old, 45% were
between 30 and 40 years old, 28% were between 40 and 50 years old, and 5% were older than 50 years.
Regarding educational level, 42% had a diploma or lower educational attainment, 18% held associate degrees,
31% had bachelor’s degrees, and 9% possessed master’s degrees.

Descriptive statistics showed that the mean score of self-differentiation was 159.43 with a standard deviation
of 61.20, the mean score of irrational beliefs was 111.71 with a standard deviation of 45.94, and the mean
score of marital satisfaction was 151.97 with a standard deviation of 52.67.

The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test results demonstrated that the significance levels for all study variables were
greater than 0.05, indicating that the distributions of variables were normal and suitable for parametric
statistical analyses.

Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant positive relationship between self-differentiation and marital
satisfaction (r = 0.264, p <0.01). This finding indicated that higher levels of self-differentiation were associated
with greater marital satisfaction among women with marital problems. In contrast, irrational beliefs showed a
significant negative relationship with marital satisfaction (r = -0.256, p < 0.05), suggesting that higher levels
of irrational beliefs were associated with lower marital satisfaction. Additionally, self-differentiation and
irrational beliefs were negatively correlated.

Stepwise multiple regression analysis was conducted to examine the predictive role of self-differentiation and
irrational beliefs in marital satisfaction. In the first model, self-differentiation entered the regression equation
and explained 7% of the variance in marital satisfaction. In the second model, irrational beliefs were added to
the equation, increasing the explained variance to 11%. The final regression model was statistically significant
(F = 5.975, p = 0.004), indicating that self-differentiation and irrational beliefs jointly predicted marital
satisfaction.

Regression coefficients further demonstrated that self-differentiation positively predicted marital satisfaction,
whereas irrational beliefs negatively predicted marital satisfaction. These findings suggest that women with
higher emotional independence and greater emotional regulation capacities experience more satisfying marital
relationships, while women with maladaptive cognitive beliefs and unrealistic expectations toward marriage
experience lower levels of marital satisfaction.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between self-differentiation and irrational beliefs with
marital satisfaction among women with marital problems. The findings demonstrated that self-differentiation
was positively associated with marital satisfaction, whereas irrational beliefs were negatively associated with
marital satisfaction. Moreover, both variables significantly predicted marital satisfaction.

The positive association between self-differentiation and marital satisfaction suggests that emotionally
differentiated individuals are better able to maintain balance between intimacy and autonomy in marital
relationships. Women with higher levels of self-differentiation may possess greater emotional stability, more
effective coping strategies, and stronger communication skills. Such individuals are less likely to become
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emotionally overwhelmed during conflicts and are more capable of resolving disagreements constructively.
Consequently, they experience greater emotional security and satisfaction in their marital relationships.

In contrast, irrational beliefs appear to undermine marital satisfaction by creating unrealistic expectations, rigid
interpretations, and maladaptive emotional responses. Women with stronger irrational beliefs may perceive
ordinary marital disagreements as signs of rejection or relational failure. These distorted cognitions can
intensify emotional distress, increase interpersonal conflicts, and reduce emotional intimacy between spouses.
Over time, such maladaptive cognitive patterns may weaken relationship quality and contribute to marital
dissatisfaction.

The findings also indicate that marital satisfaction is strongly influenced by psychological and interpersonal
characteristics rather than solely by external conditions. Emotional regulation, cognitive flexibility, and
psychological autonomy appear to be essential components of healthy marital functioning. Therefore,
interventions aimed at improving self-differentiation and modifying irrational beliefs may significantly
enhance marital satisfaction among women experiencing marital conflict.

Overall, the results of this study emphasize the importance of considering emotional and cognitive dimensions
in marital counseling and psychotherapy. Training programs focused on emotional regulation, self-awareness,
cognitive restructuring, and interpersonal communication skills may help couples improve relationship quality
and reduce marital distress. These findings also highlight the importance of preventive psychological
interventions aimed at strengthening emotional maturity and adaptive cognitive functioning in marital
relationships.
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