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Original Article

Abstract
Background and aims: Mindfulness is an important marital predictor that can prevent emotional divorce and improve marital relationships. 
This study aimed to analyze causal relationships of mindfulness and difficulties in emotion regulation with emotional divorce through 
sexual satisfaction among married students. 
Methods: The current study was a causal-correlational field research. Using convenience sampling method, a total of 211 married students 
were selected from Islamic Azad University of Ahvaz, Iran in the academic year 2018-2019. The research instrument included the Five 
Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ), Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS), Emotional Divorce Questionnaire (EDQ), 
and Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (SSQ). Data analysis involved both descriptive and inferential statistics including mean, standard 
deviation, Pearson correlation, and path analysis. Data analysis was done using SPSS version 24. 
Results: A direct and negative relationship was observed between mindfulness and emotional divorce (β= -0.170, P=0.016), between 
difficulties in emotion regulation and sexual satisfaction (β= -0.378, P=0.001), and between sexual satisfaction and emotional divorce (β= 
-0.441, P=0.001). There was a direct and positive relationship between mindfulness and sexual satisfaction (β= 0.372, P=0.001). There 
was no direct and significant relationship between difficulties in emotion regulation and emotional divorce (β=0.072, P=0.332). The path 
analysis results indicated that sexual satisfaction had a mediating role in the relationship between mindfulness and emotional divorce 
(β= -0.149, P=0.001), as well as the relationship between difficulties in emotion regulation and emotional divorce (β= -0.080, P=0.002).
Conclusion: The proposed model had goodness of fit. Sexual satisfaction plays an important role in the relationship between mindfulness, 
difficulties in emotion regulation, and emotional divorce.
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Introduction 
Family is the foundation of personal and social life and 
the main core of a couple’s life, so it is essential to take any 
actions to protect relationships against potential harms. In 
recent years, the sense of peace of mind has diminished 
among women and men, and family hearts have faced 
adverse situations (1, 2). Emotional divorce is the first 
stage of divorce, indicating a declining marital relationship 
in which the intimacy and unity change into a bitter sense 
of alienation. In other words, emotional divorce refers to 
the coldness of couples’ relationships (3).

Mindfulness is one of the effective factors in preventing 
emotional divorce and improving the quality of marital 
relationships between couples (4). Mindfulness is a balanced 
mental framework that prevents adverse and emotional 
catastrophes and provides opportunities in which people 
experience no adversely emotional states and instability 
of emotions (5). Mindfulness is a therapeutic technique 

by which people consider “attending to objectives, being 
in the present, and forming no judgments” and find 
out that their lives go on and that their problems can 
be resolved only in the present (6, 7). When people can 
express themselves without any judgments and reactions, 
they reach peace of mind in adverse situations. In such 
situations, peace of mind decreases stress and leads to well-
being (8, 9).

Salehpour et al (10) reported that the emotionally 
focused mindfulness-based cognitive therapy decreased 
the irrational beliefs and emotional divorce of married 
women. Hosseini and Khajooyi Zadeh (11) showed 
that there was a positive and direct relationship between 
mindfulness and marital satisfaction in married women 
and men working in welfare organization.

Difficulties of emotional regulation are characterized 
by the outbreak of problems in the non-acceptance 
of emotional responses, difficulty in showing targeted 
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behavior, difficulty in impulse control, lack of emotional 
awareness, and low access to emotional regulation strategies 
(12). In other words, difficulties in emotion regulation 
are defined as the incidence of problems in awareness, 
understanding, and accepting emotions, as well as lack of 
access to adaptive strategies for facing different emotions 
or inability to control behavior during severe emotional 
provocations. The ability to regulate personal emotions 
according to the requirements of special situations is an 
important human quality. Emotional regulation is the 
tendency to control inner states, impulses, and behavior, 
and to adjust them to specific criteria for desired goals. 
Emotional regulation includes the processes by which 
people affect their emotions and ways of using their tools 
(13). The difficulties of emotional regulation cause the 
use of adaptive and maladaptive strategies to respond to 
emotions. Unacceptable responses, difficulty in controlling 
behavior during emotional distress, and deficiency in the 
efficient use of emotional information are the samples of 
such strategies (14).

Marital conflicts play significantly mediating roles in 
the relationships of difficulties in emotion regulation with 
relationship quality and sexual satisfaction (15). Sexual 
satisfaction refers to satisfaction (satisfaction with sex), 
communication (verbal communication and dialogue 
with spouse such as the easy expression of feelings and 
feedback on sex) (16), adjustment (couples’ awareness of 
their spouses’ sexual needs and efforts for adjustment to 
spouse in sex), sexual anxiety (women’s anxiety about their 
husbands due to sexual problems and their spouses’ sexual 
relationships with others) (17,18), and personal anxiety 
(the anxiety about sexual problems and their effects on other 
aspects of women’s life that can prevent their pleasure and 
peace of mind in their personal life) (19). Since the Iranian 
society is now in a transition state with traditional rituals, 
most couples live in traditional families and prefer putting 
up with very low-quality married lives to experiencing the 
stress of divorce. Under such circumstances, there are many 
emotional divorces and independent living cases without 
any emotion at home. Because of the importance of this 
issue, this study aimed to address the question whether 
there was a causal relationship between mindfulness and 
difficulties in emotion regulation and emotional divorce 
through sexual satisfaction in married students. 

Materials and Methods
The population of current causal-correlational field 
research included all the married students studying at 
Islamic Azad University of Ahvaz, Iran during the academic 
year 2018-2019. Using convenience sampling method, 
a total of 211 students (87 males and 124 females) were 
selected as the samples. Questionnaires were filled with 
the participants’ satisfaction and written informed consent 
was obtained from all participants. Figure 1 presents the 
proposed model of research design.

Instruments
Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire (FFMQ): This 
questionnaire was designed by Baer et al  (20), and it 
has 39 items and five components, namely “being non-
reactive”, “description”, “action with consciousness”, 
and “being non-judgmental”. The questionnaire was 
designed based on a 5-point Likert scale (never= 1, rarely= 
2, sometimes= 3, often= 4, and always= 5) (21). There 
was a positive correlation between mindfulness and five 
factors of personality, as well as psychological wellbeing, 
psychological symptoms, and emotional intelligence in 
some cases, and negative correlations in other cases. In 
other words, there was a positive and significant correlation 
between four factors of personality and five facets of 
mindfulness, except for neuroticism (22). In Watson-
Singleton and colleagues’ research (23), the reliability of 
the questionnaire was 0.86 using Cronbach’s alpha. In the 
present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.91 
for the questionnaire.

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS): This scale 
was designed by Gratz and Roemer (24) to analyze levels 
of difficulties in emotion regulation. The questionnaire 
has 36 items and six factors, namely “non-acceptance of 
emotional responses”, “difficulty in applying purposive 
behavior”, “difficulty in impulse control”, “lack of 
emotional awareness”, “low access to emotional regulation 
strategies”, and “lack of emotional transparency” (25). 
Moreover, it is scored based on a 5-point Likert scale from 
“almost never” to “almost always” (never=1, seldom= 2, 
almost in half cases= 3, sometimes= 4, and almost always= 
5) (26). The Cronbach’s alpha for this questionnaire was 
0.86 (27). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient was 0.81 for the questionnaire.

Emotional Divorce Questionnaire (EDQ): This 
questionnaire has 150 items with five values. Its first 
section includes 52 items with 5-value options of very 
high= score 1, high= 2, medium= 3, low= 4, and very 
low= 5. The second section consists of 43 items with 
options of totally agree= score 1, agree= 2, not agree, not 
disagree= 3, disagree= 4, and totally disagree= 5. The 
third section includes 55 items with options of always= 
1, most often= 2, sometimes= 3, rarely= 2, and never= 1. 
The Cronbach’s alpha was utilized to assess the reliability, 

Figure 1. proposed causal model of research.
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and the questionnaire coefficient ranged from 0.60 to 0.82 
(28). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient 
was 0.84 for the questionnaire.

Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (SSQ): This 
questionnaire was designed by Hudson et al (29). The 
questionnaire evaluates the levels of couples’ satisfaction 
and has 25 items. It is a self-report questionnaire (30). The 
participants’ responses to each item were evaluated on a 
7-point scale ranging from 0 to 6. In general, participants’ 
scores were scored from 0 to 150 in the whole test. A 
higher score in the questionnaire reflects better sexual 
satisfaction. The reliability of the questionnaire was 
reported 0.93 using Cronbach’s alpha (30). In the present 
study, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.71 for the 
questionnaire.

Statistical analysis
Data were analyzed by descriptive and inferential statistics 
such as mean, standard deviation, minimum and maximum 
scores, and Pearson’s correlation coefficient. Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient was calculated to determine reliability. 
The skewness and kurtosis were utilized to specify the 
normality of data, and the path analysis was used to assess 
the proposed model. SPSS Amos was further used for 
analyzing the data. The significance level of research was 
considered to be α=0.05.

Results
The age range of participants (n=211) was 20-44 years. 
The demographic variables of the participants are shown 
in Table 1. 

The mean ± SD scores of emotional divorces, 
mindfulness, difficulties in emotion regulation, and 
sexual satisfaction were 44.76±24.14, 53.22±26.61, 
109.62±50.26, and 69.52±31.03, respectively. Table 2 
presents descriptive statistics including minimum score, 
maximum score, mean, and standard deviation of research 
variables. 

The one-sample Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated the 
normal distribution of research variables at a confidence 
level of 95%. Since significance levels of normality 
statistics were higher than 0.05 (P>0.05), the scores 
had normal distribution. Since skewness and kurtosis of 
research variables were not outside the range of [-1, +1], 
their data distribution was normal. 

Table 3 presents the correlation matrix of research 

variables, for the path analysis method is based on the 
correlation of variables. Pearson’s correlation coefficients 
indicated that there was a negative and significant 
correlation between the mindfulness (P < 0.01, r= -0.559) 
with emotional divorce. There was a positive significant 
correlation between difficulties in emotion regulation 
(P < 0.01, r= 0.396) with emotional divorce, but a negative 
and significant correlation between sexual satisfaction 
(P < 0.05, r= -0.586) with emotional divorce. Figure 2 
shows an initial proposed model.

According to the data of Table 4, the root means square 
error of approximation (RMSEA= 0.282) indicated that 
the initial model needed to be modified. To this end, the 

Table 1. Demographic variables of the participants

Demographic variables No. %

Age (y)

  20-24 23 10.90

  25-29 63 29.86

  30-34 67 31.75

  35-39 34 16.11

  40-44 24 11.38

Gender

  Female 124 58.77

  Male 87 41.23

Marital duration (y)

  1-5 86 40.76

  6-10 88 41.70

  11-15 20 9.49

  16-20 17 8.05

Level of education

  Associate’s 16 7.58

  Bachelor’s 145 68.72

  Master's 32 15.17

  PhD 18 8.53

Table 2. Descriptive results of research variables

Variables Min. Max. Mean SD

Emotional divorce 0 84 44.76 24.14

Mindfulness 15 90 53.22 26.61

Difficulties in emotion regulation 36 180 109.62 50.26

Sexual satisfaction 25 125 69.52 31.03

Table 3. Pearson’s correlation coefficient between variables

Variables Mindfulness Emotional divorce Difficulties in emotion regulation Sexual satisfaction

Mindfulness 1

Emotional divorce -0.559** 1

Difficulties in emotion regulation -0.427** 0.396* 1

Sexual satisfaction 0.583** -0.586* -0.540** 1

** P-value <0.01 and * P-value <0.05
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relationship between difficulties in emotion regulation 
and emotional divorce was removed. According to Figure 
3, the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) 
= 0.000, χ2/df=0.204, and comparative fit index (CFI) = 
1.00 indicate a good fit of the model.

There was a significant correlation between mindfulness 
and emotional divorce (β= -0.170, P < 0.05), and between 
mindfulness and sexual satisfaction (β= 0.372, P < 0.01); 
but there was no significant relationship between 
emotional regulation and emotional divorce (Table 5).

According to the results, there was a significant 
correlation between difficulties in emotion regulation 
and sexual satisfaction (β= -0.378, P < 0.01), and between 
sexual satisfaction and emotional divorce (β= -0.441, 
P < 0.01). Bootstrap method was utilized to determine 
the significance of mediating relations (Table 6). The 
confidence level indicated the significant indirect path 
of mindfulness to emotional divorce through sexual 
satisfaction (β= -0.149, P < 0.01). Furthermore, there 
was a significant indirect path of difficulties in emotion 
regulation to emotional divorce through sexual satisfaction 
(β= 0.80, P < 0.01).

Discussion 
This study aimed to analyze the causal relationship 
of mindfulness and difficulties in emotion regulation 
through sexual satisfaction among married students. 
According to research results, the proposed model had 
goodness of fit, and all direct paths were significant except 
for the difficulties of emotion regulation with emotional 
divorce. All indirect paths were significant through 
sexual satisfaction with emotional divorce. The evaluated 
model had goodness of fit, and it was an important step 
in identifying effective factors in decreasing emotional 
divorce. Therefore, the model can be used as an 
appropriate tool to develop and design programs in order 

to prevent emotional divorce. This finding is consistent 
with the results of Dalrymple et al  (9), Sedaghatkhah 
and Behzadipour (31) and Sohrabi (15).  Many variables 
directly or indirectly affect the couples’ quality of life and 
the frequency of conflicts between them. One of these 
variables is their emotions. The quality of emotions, as 
the most important factor in the relationships, can predict 
marital satisfaction (32). According to the discussed role of 
mindfulness in emotional divorce, people who experience 
higher levels of mindfulness focus on the present as well 
as internal and external stimuli more often than those 
who experience lower levels of mindfulness. Mindfulness 
refers to the non-judgmental observation of thoughts and 
emotions. People with mindfulness abilities and skills 
know that thoughts are not actions; thus, they are aware 
of destroying the nature of some thoughts that cause fear 
of failure and disappointment in them. Therefore, they 
obtain more awareness of thoughts and emotions, and 
are less affected by negative and destructive thoughts and 
unfavorable emotions. As a result, they are less likely to 
experience the emotional divorce (33). 

Various emotion regulation strategies can be used in 
different stages of an emotional reaction (34). Thus, it 
seems that emotion regulation done by couples can increase 
their adaptive capabilities and enhance their marital 
satisfaction. Couples need to learn how to calm down the 
situation, regain their calmness, and focus on the problem 
again. They also have to discover how to adjust their intense 
emotions to different stressful situations (35). Hence, the 
attention paid to the role of emotion regulation in peoples’ 
coping capacity brought about the researcher’s curiosity 
to examine the effects of emotion regulation strategies 
on the reduction of marital conflicts (32). Couples with 
emotional divorce and lower mindfulness levels have fear 
of failure, low self-esteem and self-efficiency, and no hope 
in the future, and they are pessimistic about future of 
marriage. In fact, their minds are full of judgmental and 
negative thoughts that prevent their constructive activities; 
therefore, they are unable to have intimate relationships 
with their spouses. As a result of these thoughts which 
are reactive, judgmental and self-criticizing people lose 
their incentives to establish intimate relationships with 
their spouses, even though they know that they should 
take necessary steps towards achieving goals and success. 
People with further problems in brain/cognitive inhibition 

Figure 2. Initial proposed model.

Figure 3. Final modified model.

Table 4. Initial and Final Indicators of Model Fit 

Fit indicators Initial model Final model

χ2 0.000 0.203

df 0 1

(χ2/df) - 0.204

P - 0.652

CFI 0.00 1.00

RMSEA 0.282 0.000
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experience more difficulties in emotional regulation. 
People who are unable to stop their thoughts, emotions, 
and irrelevant information will be unable to identify 
the dynamic flow of emergence and growth of emotion; 
hence, they have difficulty with emotional awareness. In 
fact, people without emotional regulation have difficulty 
in considering, describing, and identifying their own and 
others’ emotions (36). Mindfulness techniques provide a 
way to deal with daily stressful situations (32). Stressors 
within the family are part of life and sometimes impossible 
to change; however, ways to deal with or respond to them 
can change. Since marital conflicts are significantly related 
to daily stresses and faulty automatic thoughts, regular 
mindfulness exercises can create positive changes in some 
of the couple relationships and consequently enhance their 
marriage (37).

Difficulties with emotion regulation can lead to the 
use of maladaptive strategies for responding to emotions 
(38). The non-acceptance of emotional responses, 
difficulty in controlling behavior during emotional 
distress, lack of emotional transparency, low access to 
emotional strategies, and deficiency in the efficient use of 
emotional information are some cases of this strategy (39). 
Since emotional divorce needs cognitive and emotional 
adaptive strategies for inhibition, people with difficulty in 
regulating their emotions spend so much time getting into 
disputes and keeping distance from their spouses, whereas 
they spend little time solving emotional problems in their 
marital lives; hence, such couples are prone to emotional 
divorce. According to the relationship between sexual 
satisfaction and emotional divorce, sexual satisfaction 
refers to couples’ satisfaction with sex and their abilities to 
have satisfactory sex with their spouses. Sexual satisfaction 
is a pleasant experience for a person or spouse during any 
stage of normal sex, including the desire, excitement, or 
arousal. Therefore, the couples who have no timely and 
high-quality sex and do not attempt to help their spouses 
reach orgasm will have problems such as emotional divorce 

in their marital lives.

Conclusion
Sexual satisfaction plays an important role in the 
relationship between mindfulness, difficulties in emotion 
regulation, and emotional divorce. Mindfulness exercises 
can create positive changes in some of the couple 
relationships and consequently enhance their marriage. 
The results of this study provided important information 
about the effectiveness of mindfulness and emotion 
regulation training in increasing sexual satisfaction. In this 
study, a major research limitation was its cross-sectional 
nature and causal explanation of correlation studies. 
Moreover, the research sample included the married 
students of Islamic Azad University of Ahvaz; hence, it 
was difficult to generalize the results to other groups and 
populations.
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Table 5. Path coefficients of direct effects between research variables in the initial and final models

Path
Initial model Final model

Path type β P value Path type β P value

Mindfulness and emotional divorce Direct -0.146 0.050 Direct -0.170 0.016

Mindfulness and sexual satisfaction Direct 0.372 0.001 Direct 0.372 0.001

Difficulties in emotion regulation and emotional divorce Direct 0.072 0.332 Direct - -

Difficulties in emotion regulation and sexual satisfaction Direct -0.378 0.001 Direct -0.378 0.001

Sexual satisfaction and emotional divorce Direct -0.412 0.001 Direct -0.441 0.001

Table 6. Results of the bootstrap method for investigating indirect and intermediary paths

Predictor variable Mediator Variable Criterion variable
Initial model Final model

Bootstrap P value Bootstrap P value

Mindfulness Sexual satisfaction Emotional divorce -0.139 0.001 -0.149 0.001

Difficulties in emotion regulation Sexual satisfaction Emotional divorce 0.072 0.002 0.080 0.002
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