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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the effectiveness of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy (ACT) on marital expectations and sexual communication
intelligence in couples experiencing marital conflicts.

Methodology: The research utilized a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test, post-
test, and control group. The statistical population of the study consisted of all couples
aged 25-40 with marital conflicts who sought counseling services in psychological
clinics in District 13 of Tehran in 2023. Among them, 30 couples were selected through
purposive sampling. The research tools included the Marital Expectations
Questionnaire by Omidvar (2007) and the Sexual Communication Intelligence Scale
by Dehkordi et al. (2021). The 30 couples were divided into two groups of 15 couples
(experimental group and control group). Initially, all couples completed the Sexual
Communication Intelligence and Marital Expectations questionnaires. The
experimental group then underwent 10 sessions of 90 minutes of ACT-based couple
therapy, while the control group received no treatment. Afterward, a post-test was
administered, and both questionnaires were completed again. Data analysis was
conducted using repeated measures analysis of variance with SPSS 23 software.
Findings: The results indicated that ACT-based couple therapy was effective in
improving marital expectations and sexual communication intelligence (p < 0.05).
Conclusion: The results of this study indicates that ACT-based couple therapy can
effectively reduce marital conflicts and significantly improve marital expectations and
sexual communication intelligence. This therapeutic approach can be considered an
effective method for improving the quality of marital relationships in couples with
marital conflicts.

Keywords: Acceptance and Commitment Couple Therapy, marital expectations, sexual
communication intelligence, marital conflicts
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The family is a social unit formed by the marriage of a man and woman (Tilden et al., 2020), which
marks one of the most significant events in an individual’s life and a turning point in the life cycle
(Houshmandi, 2022; Javidan, 2022). In contemporary marriage, special attention is given to expectations,
beliefs, perceptions, and attitudes towards marriage as cognitive and psychological phenomena.
Distortions in these standards can lead to marital distress. Romantic relationships may encounter stress
and conflicts (Azimi Khoei et al., 2020). Marital conflict refers to a mutual disagreement between partners,
signifying a difference between them (Yu, 2024), and is defined as a lack of agreement and incompatibility
in behavioral goals and opposing beliefs (Wang & Zhao, 2023). Marital conflict can weaken the foundation
of the family and lead to divorce and separation (Halford & Pepping, 2019). Such conflicts are a common
issue between couples, arising from discrepancies in desires and expectations, and differing irresponsible
behaviors in marital relationships (Jafari Manesh et al., 2020). Increased conflict in couples’ relationships can
result in physical illness, decreased relationship satisfaction (Park & Park, 2019), and depression symptoms
in both partners (Trombello et al., 2019). Disrespecting emotional, sexual, and financial needs can exacerbate
marital conflict, potentially leading to psychological problems, verbal abuse, and physical violence
(Navabinejad et al., 2023). Consequently, poor marital quality, unrealistic marital expectations, and
insufficient sexual communication intelligence contribute to or intensify marital conflict, making the
treatment of these factors essential for reducing marital discord.

Sexual intelligence is defined as “the ability to understand and respond to sexual needs and desires
within a personal and social context,” composed of four components: body knowledge, boundary-setting,
trust and communication, and orgasm and bodily health (Hosseini et al., 2022). Sexual intelligence facilitates
accurate communication of thoughts and feelings during sexual activity, helping individuals assess their
sexual abilities and limitations as well as those of their partner, so they can adjust their performance during
sexual encounters (Heyne et al., 2023). Sexual intelligence is not just a behavioral activity but involves
complex beliefs about sex that influence how individuals engage with their sexual desires. High sexual
intelligence helps individuals modify their desires to meet their partner's satisfaction, fostering growth,
new sexual experiences, and changing perspectives on intimacy (Dehkordi et al., 2021).

Unmet marital expectations are associated with the emergence of conflicts and emotional divorce
(Rasheed et al., 2021). Marital expectations refer to the standards and assumptions about the spouse and
marriage that may or may not align with reality (Ali Bekyan & Afshari Nia, 2019). These expectations, often
unspoken or vague, play a critical role in marital satisfaction and conflict (Mitchell et al., 2023).

One effective treatment for resolving marital conflict is Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT), which combines mindfulness, acceptance, commitment, and behavioral change strategies to
increase psychological flexibility (Hallajian et al., 2022). ACT helps individuals accept their painful thoughts
and emotions and move towards their life goals and values (Khadem Dezfuli et al., 2024). This approach is
based on enhancing couples’ psychological flexibility by encouraging them to confront issues and adopt
flexible thinking to address problems (Petersenetal., 2024). ACT has shown efficacy in reducing unnecessary
marital distress by encouraging acceptance and commitment (Alavi et al., 2019).
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Given the rise in divorce and emotional separation, often caused by unresolved marital conflicts,
and the role of unmet marital expectations and inadequate sexual communication intelligence in triggering
marital disagreements, addressing these issues through effective therapeutic interventions could help
reduce marital conflicts and, by extension, lower divorce rates. While various forms of couple therapy
have been explored, the advantage of ACT lies in its focus on accepting and dealing with problems rather
than trying to change negative emotions caused by conflicts. Therefore, this study seeks to answer whether
ACT-based couple therapy is effective in improving marital expectations and sexual communication
intelligence in couples experiencing marital conflict.

Methodology

It was an applied, quasi-experimental study with a pretest-posttest design and a control group. The
target population included married couples, aged 25 to 40, with marital conflicts, seeking counseling in
clinics in district 13 of Tehran in 2023. The sampling method was purposeful and voluntary. Couples were
eligible if they had been married for at least five years, were experiencing marital conflict, were within
the specified age range, and were not receiving other forms of psychological or pharmaceutical treatment.
Thirty couples were selected using G Power software. Exclusion criteria included those who discontinued
treatment or had sensory or motor disabilities, or those diagnosed with psychological disorders by a
psychologist.

In the pretest phase, participants completed the relevant questionnaires. They were then randomly
assigned to either the experimental group (15 couples) or the control group (15 couples). The experimental
group underwent ACT in 10 sessions, each lasting 60-90 minutes, while the control group received no
treatment. After the therapy, participants completed the questionnaires again in the posttest phase.

The instruments used in the study included the Sexual Communication Intelligence Questionnaire,
developed by Dehkordi et al. (2021), which consists of 18 questions covering four components: sexual
information, body knowledge, boundary setting, and trust and communication. It uses a 5-point Likert
scale. The Marital Expectations Questionnaire, developed by Omidvar (2009), contains 32 questions,
divided into three components: expectations from the spouse, expectations from marital life, and
expectations from the ideal relationship, also rated on a 5-point Likert scale.

For the ACT protocol, the "Mindful Partners™ book (Walsher & Westrup, 2023) and the Harris protocol
(2009) were used to design the therapy (Harris, 2009). The protocol was revised by family specialists and
its content validity was confirmed. Data were analyzed using repeated measures analysis of variance with
SPSS23.

Findings

The study included a total of 60 participants, with 30 individuals in the experimental group and 30
in the control group. In terms of gender, both groups consisted of an equal distribution of males and
females, with 50% men and 50% women in each group. The age range of participants in the experimental
group was 25-40 years, with 16.7% (5 participants) aged 25-30, 40% (12 participants) aged 31-35, and
43.3% (13 participants) aged 36-40. In the control group, 20% (6 participants) were aged 25-30, 30% (9
participants) were aged 31-35, and 50% (15 participants) were aged 36-40.
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The inferential statistics demonstrated significant results regarding the effectiveness of the ACT-
based couple therapy. First, the analysis of the assumption of homogeneity of variances using Levene's
test showed no significant differences in variances between the experimental and control groups for both
marital expectations and sexual communication intelligence, confirming that the assumption of equal
variances was met.

Further, multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) revealed significant main effects for both
the group and time factors. Specifically, for marital expectations, Wilks' Lambda for the group effect was
0.036, with an F-value of 182.323 and a p-value of 0.000, indicating a highly significant difference
between the experimental and control groups. The time effect also showed a significant impact, with a
Wilks' Lambda of 0.041, an F-value of 997.173, and a p-value of 0.000. Similarly, for sexual
communication intelligence, the group effect had a Wilks' Lambda of 0.096, an F-value of 95.834, and a
p-value of 0.000, again showing significant differences between the groups. The time effect for sexual
communication intelligence also proved significant, with a Wilks' Lambda of 0.127, an F-value of
296.362, and a p-value of 0.000.

Post hoc analyses using the Bonferroni test confirmed these findings, revealing significant
differences between the experimental and control groups in both marital expectations and sexual
communication intelligence. The experimental group, which received the ACT-based therapy, showed a
substantial improvement in these variables, with mean differences of 23.222 for marital expectations and
17.767 for sexual communication intelligence, both with p-values less than 0.001, indicating the
effectiveness of the intervention.

Discussion and Conclusion

This research aimed to examine the effectiveness of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
in improving marital expectations and sexual communication intelligence among couples with marital
conflicts. The results showed that ACT-based couples therapy effectively influenced marital expectations,
aligning with previous studies (Carson et al., 2004; Dewhurst et al., 2015; Saadatmand et al., 2017; Zaemi et al., 2023).
However, it is noteworthy that no previous studies have specifically investigated the impact of ACT on
marital expectations, though related research on subscales like relationship quality and support has been
conducted. A closer study by Haji Razaei et al. (2018) examined ACT's influence on pre-marital marital
expectations, revealing similar findings on its effectiveness (Haj Rezaei et al., 2018).

The findings indicate that ACT therapy helps couples identify and challenge unrealistic
expectations, teaching them to focus on values rather than expectations based on unrealistic beliefs. VValues
such as honesty, loyalty, passion, and kindness guide couples in managing expectations and reducing
marital conflicts. Marriage often carries specific expectations, including emotional support and mutual
goals, and these can lead to conflicts if not managed properly (Ali et al., 2022). High or unrealistic
expectations can damage relationships and create marital disputes (Keldal & Atli, 2020). Couples tend to
expect their spouse to fill all their emotional needs, but recognizing and moderating these expectations
contributes to marital satisfaction (Li et al., 2020).

ACT helps shift unrealistic expectations and attitudes in couples by emphasizing the acceptance
of both positive and negative emotions, which fosters intimacy and closeness. It encourages staying
present and expressing expectations realistically in the moment, avoiding projections onto the past or

A E-ISSN: 2981-1759


https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-1759

future. This process nurtures emotional and communication skills, ultimately enhancing marital quality
(Haj Rezaei et al, 2018). ACT therapy also addresses sexual health, helping couples overcome
misconceptions and engage in more effective and fulfilling sexual communication (Hosseini et al., 2022).
This process promotes trust, better communication, and emotional intimacy, all of which contribute to
overall marital satisfaction.
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