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The Effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on Marital Stress and
Self-Silencing in Couples Applying for Divorce
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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy on marital stress and self-silencing among couples applying for divorce. This study
employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and control group methodology.
The statistical population consisted of all couples applying for divorce who referred to Rayan
Clinic in Ahvaz in 2026. Among them, 48 participants were selected using purposive sampling
and randomly assigned into experimental and control groups, with 24 participants in each
group. The research instruments included the Stockholm Marital Stress Scale and the Self-
Silencing Scale developed by Jack and Dill. The experimental group received Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy during eight 90-minute sessions, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance and SPSS-27
software. The findings indicated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy had a significant
effect on reducing marital stress and self-silencing among couples applying for divorce
(p<0.001). The results of multivariate covariance analysis demonstrated a significant
difference between the experimental and control groups in the posttest stage. Furthermore,
univariate covariance analysis showed that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy significantly
reduced both marital stress and self-silencing in the experimental group. The obtained effect
sizes indicated a substantial impact of the intervention on the study variables, and the adjusted
mean scores of the experimental group showed a considerable decrease compared to the control
group. Based on the findings of the present study, it can be concluded that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy, through increasing psychological flexibility, emotional acceptance, and
reducing experiential avoidance, plays an effective role in reducing marital stress and self-
silencing among couples applying for divorce. Therefore, applying this therapeutic approach
in family counseling centers and psychological clinics may contribute to improving marital
relationships and reducing emotional problems among couples at risk of divorce.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Divorce is considered one of the most significant social and psychological challenges affecting modern
families and has extensive consequences for couples, children, and society. Couples applying for divorce often
experience severe emotional distress, chronic marital conflict, communication problems, and psychological
maladjustment. Persistent marital stress weakens emotional intimacy and reduces couples’ ability to cope



Sy DY 9 Cuodlw (wlililyy

effectively with relational difficulties. Research has shown that marital stress is closely associated with
emotional exhaustion, marital dissatisfaction, and decreased psychological well-being (Naderi Moghaddam
et al., 2023; Panahifar, 2021). In many cases, unresolved marital tension gradually leads to emotional divorce
and eventually legal separation.

Another important psychological construct associated with marital dysfunction is self-silencing. Self-silencing
refers to the tendency to suppress one’s emotions, needs, and personal opinions in order to maintain
relationships and avoid conflict. Individuals with high levels of self-silencing frequently avoid emotional
expression, prioritize others’ needs over their own, and experience difficulty communicating dissatisfaction in
intimate relationships. Studies have demonstrated that self-silencing is significantly associated with
depression, emotional dysregulation, loneliness, and marital conflict (Inman & London, 2022; Naeem et al.,
2021). Furthermore, self-silencing has been identified as an important predictor of divorce tendency and
emotional maladjustment among married women (Parvaei et al., 2023; Shafiee Poravayi & Fatemeh
Shahamat Deh, 2023).

Researchers suggest that individuals who continuously suppress their emotions and personal needs become
increasingly vulnerable to emotional distress and relational dissatisfaction. Self-silencing not only limits
emotional authenticity within relationships but also intensifies internal psychological pressure over time.
Dashti and colleagues reported that perceived stress and difficulties in emotion regulation are significantly
related to self-silencing behaviors (Dashti et al., 2023). Similarly, Petrov and Dimitrov found that self-
silencing negatively affects emotional intimacy and interpersonal functioning in romantic relationships (Petrov
& Dimitrov, 2024). Therefore, reducing self-silencing may play a crucial role in improving emotional
communication and marital adjustment among couples experiencing severe relational distress.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), one of the third-wave cognitive-behavioral therapies, has
recently received increasing attention in the treatment of marital and emotional problems. ACT emphasizes
psychological flexibility, mindfulness, emotional acceptance, and commitment to value-based behaviors.
Instead of attempting to eliminate unpleasant thoughts and emotions, ACT teaches individuals how to accept
internal experiences and engage in meaningful actions aligned with personal values (Aghili & Kashiri, 2022;
Mahmoudpour et al., 2021). Through processes such as cognitive defusion, mindfulness, acceptance, and
value clarification, ACT helps individuals develop healthier emotional and interpersonal responses.

Several studies have supported the effectiveness of ACT in improving marital and psychological outcomes.
Zahedi and colleagues found that ACT significantly improved marital satisfaction among couples (Zahedi et
al., 2021). Kamali and Mahdian demonstrated that reality-based ACT improved marital adjustment and
satisfaction among couples on the brink of divorce (Kamali & Mahdian, 2023). Likewise, Khatir and
colleagues reported that ACT reduced marital tension and increased forgiveness among women seeking
divorce (Khatir et al., 2022). Shahabi and colleagues also showed that ACT-based skills training effectively
reduced emotional divorce and marital frustration (Shahabi et al., 2021).

ACT has also demonstrated positive effects on psychological well-being and emotional regulation.
Mahmoudpour and colleagues reported that ACT improved emotional regulation and reduced loneliness
among divorced women (Mahmoudpour et al., 2021). Saadati and colleagues found that ACT improved self-
esteem and post-divorce adaptation (Saadati et al., 2021). Similarly, Nikpour and colleagues demonstrated
that ACT improved psychological well-being among divorced women (Nikpour et al., 2021). Furthermore,
Basereh and colleagues showed that ACT increased self-compassion, quality of life, and marital commitment
among women who filed for divorce (Basereh et al., 2024).

Although previous studies have investigated the effectiveness of ACT on marital problems and emotional
functioning, limited research has simultaneously examined its effects on marital stress and self-silencing
among couples applying for divorce. Since these couples frequently experience emotional suppression,
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communication deficits, and psychological inflexibility, investigating interventions that enhance acceptance
and emotional expression appears essential. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the effectiveness
of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on marital stress and self-silencing among couples applying for
divorce.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest-posttest and control group methodology.
The statistical population included couples applying for divorce who referred to Rayan Clinic in Ahvaz during
2026. Following initial screening procedures and eligibility assessment, 48 participants were selected using
purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria included willingness to participate, minimum middle-school education,
at least two years of marital life, and absence of severe psychiatric disorders based on clinical records.
Participants who missed more than two therapy sessions or failed to complete questionnaires were excluded
from the study.

The participants were randomly assigned into experimental and control groups, with 24 individuals in each
group. The experimental group received Acceptance and Commitment Therapy, while the control group
remained on a waiting list and did not receive any intervention during the study period.

Data collection was conducted using the Stockholm Marital Stress Scale and the Self-Silencing Scale
developed by Jack and Dill. The Stockholm Marital Stress Scale consisted of 17 items measuring emotional
strain, interpersonal tension, and stress within marital relationships. Responses were scored on a five-point
Likert scale, with higher scores indicating greater marital stress. The Self-Silencing Scale consisted of 31 items
and assessed self-silencing behaviors, emotional suppression, externalized self-perception, and divided self-
experiences. Both instruments demonstrated acceptable validity and reliability in previous studies.

The ACT intervention was implemented in eight weekly sessions lasting approximately 90 minutes each. The
sessions focused on emotional acceptance, mindfulness exercises, cognitive defusion, psychological
flexibility, value clarification, and commitment to adaptive behaviors. Participants were encouraged to
recognize and accept unpleasant thoughts and emotions instead of suppressing or avoiding them. Homework
assignments and practical exercises were also included throughout the intervention process.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-27 software. Descriptive statistics including means and standard
deviations were calculated. Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was used to examine the
effectiveness of ACT on marital stress and self-silencing while controlling for pretest scores. Statistical
significance was considered at the 0.05 level.

Findings

The demographic findings indicated that the mean age of participants in the experimental group was 34.58
years, while the mean age in the control group was 35.12 years. The average duration of marital life was 8.41
years for the experimental group and 7.96 years for the control group. Most participants had diploma or
bachelor-level education, and no significant demographic differences were observed between the two groups
at baseline.

Descriptive findings demonstrated that the pretest mean scores of marital stress and self-silencing were
relatively similar between the experimental and control groups. However, after the intervention, substantial
reductions were observed in the experimental group. The mean marital stress score in the experimental group
decreased from 71.25 during pretest to 49.62 during posttest, whereas the control group showed only minimal
changes. Similarly, the mean self-silencing score in the experimental group decreased from 87.37 to 61.45
following the intervention.

Before conducting inferential analyses, statistical assumptions were examined. Results of the Shapiro-Wilk
test indicated normal distribution of variables. Levene’s test confirmed homogeneity of variances, and the
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homogeneity of regression slopes assumption was also satisfied. Therefore, the data met the assumptions
required for MANCOVA.

The results of multivariate covariance analysis demonstrated a statistically significant overall effect of
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy on the combined dependent variables of marital stress and self-
silencing. Wilks’ Lambda was significant at p < 0.001, indicating meaningful differences between the
experimental and control groups after controlling for pretest scores. The effect size showed that a substantial
proportion of variance in the dependent variables was attributable to the intervention.

Further univariate covariance analyses revealed that ACT significantly reduced marital stress and self-
silencing individually. The intervention accounted for a large percentage of variance in both variables,
indicating strong therapeutic effectiveness. Adjusted posttest means also demonstrated significantly lower
scores for marital stress and self-silencing in the experimental group compared with the control group.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that Acceptance and Commitment Therapy significantly
reduced marital stress and self-silencing among couples applying for divorce. These findings are consistent
with previous studies reporting the effectiveness of ACT in improving marital functioning, emotional
adjustment, and psychological well-being. The reduction in marital stress observed in this study aligns with
findings reported by Khatir and colleagues, Kamali and Mahdian, and Shahabi and colleagues, who
emphasized the positive effects of ACT on marital tension, emotional divorce, and relational dissatisfaction.
The effectiveness of ACT in reducing marital stress may be explained through its emphasis on psychological
flexibility and emotional acceptance. Couples applying for divorce often experience maladaptive cognitive
patterns, emotional avoidance, and ineffective communication styles. ACT teaches individuals to accept
unpleasant emotional experiences without excessive avoidance or suppression. Through mindfulness and
cognitive defusion techniques, participants learn to disengage from destructive thought patterns and respond
more adaptively to relational conflicts. Such processes can reduce emotional reactivity and improve
interpersonal communication within marital relationships.

The findings also showed that ACT significantly reduced self-silencing among participants. Individuals with
high self-silencing tendencies often suppress emotions and avoid expressing personal needs due to fear of
rejection or conflict. ACT encourages emotional openness, self-awareness, and acceptance of internal
experiences, thereby reducing emotional suppression and increasing authentic communication. As
psychological flexibility increases, individuals become more capable of expressing emotions and needs
without excessive fear or guilt. Consequently, emotional intimacy and interpersonal functioning may improve.
Overall, the findings suggest that ACT is an effective intervention for couples experiencing severe relational
distress and emotional suppression. By targeting emotional avoidance, cognitive rigidity, and maladaptive
interpersonal patterns, ACT can help couples develop healthier emotional regulation strategies and more
adaptive communication skills. Therefore, this therapeutic approach may serve as an effective clinical
intervention for reducing marital distress and improving emotional functioning among couples applying for
divorce.
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