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Background: Marital quality is deeply associated with its psychological, physical, and emotional aspects.
Objectives: The current study aimed to investigate the relationship between marital dissatisfaction and variables of attachment styles
and alexithymia.
Patients and Methods: This research method is descriptive and correlational. The population study comprised 400 parents of female
students in Tehran during the academic year of 2013 - 2014. The study sample was selected using multistage cluster sampling method. The
Pearson correlational coefficient and multivariate regression methods have been used for data analysis. Statistical analysis was done by
SPSS 18.
Results: The results showed a significant negative correlation between secure style and marital satisfaction (P = 0.001, r = -0.154). Also,
significant relationships were observed between marital dissatisfaction and variables of insecure style (P = 0.001, r = 0.243), ambivalent
style (P = 0.001, r = 0.247), difficulty in emotional identification (P = 0.001, r = 0.335), and external orientation (P = 0.001, r = 0.286). However,
there was no significant relationship between marital dissatisfaction and difficulty in describing emotions (P = 0.001, r = 0.033).
Conclusions: The results have shown a significant negative correlation between secure style and marital dissatisfaction. There were
positive significant relationships between marital dissatisfaction and variables of insecure style, ambivalent style, difficulty in identifying
emotions, and externally oriented thinking, but there was not any significant relationship between marital dissatisfaction and difficulty
in emotional expression.
Keywords: Alexithymia; Attachment; Alexithymia; Marriage

1. Background
The overall assessment of the couple's marital satisfaction
and meeting their needs and demands (1) have a deep association with their psychological, emotional, and physical
aspects (2). Marital dissatisfaction is developed through
negative feedbacks from couples’ conflicts and ignorance
of partner’s emotions (3). Attachment is a specific behavioral pattern that is crucial for the development of a healthy
personality. Secure attachment occurs when a mutual and
pleasurable state develops between the couple. This warm,
sincere and lasting relation is satisfactory for both partners
(4). Hazan and Shaver studied the nature of intimate bonding and the role of mental attachments among adults. The
results showed that the characteristics of the bond with
emotional ties between couples are comparable to the
characteristic of the child-mother bonding. Known attachment styles includes secure, insecure, and ambivalent that
affect couples’ thoughts, feelings, and behaviors in marital
relationships (5). Hazan and Shaver stated that attachment
styles reflect the fundamental differences in mental imagery representing romantic love.
Securely attached people describe their love experiences as joyful, reliable, supportive, and pleasant. On the

other hand, insecurely attached individuals describe their
love experiences with a fear of intimacy. People with ambivalent style describe their experiences as obsessive with
extreme jealousy and intense sexual attraction. These
researchers have shown positive correlation between attachment styles and marital satisfaction, and a negative
correlation between insecure attachment and marital
satisfaction (6, 7). The research on attachment shows that
insecure attachment is highly related with alexithymia (8,
9). Feeling insecure in attachment relationships predicts
defects and failure in identifying and expressing emotions
(8). Based on other research in this field (10-12), subjects
with secure attachment style have less interpersonal and
marital problems in comparison to subjects with insecure
and ambivalent attachment styles.
Therefore, people with secure style by expressing intimacy and emotions about love and friendship, create a situation, which leads them to feel more satisfied. While those
with insecure and ambivalent styles report the quality of
marital relationship as negative, emotionally distancing,
and anxious (13). One of the variables studied in relation to
the human emotion is alexithymia that has a direct effect
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on mental functioning. When people have the emotional
capacity, they can meet the challenges of life while improving their mental health and life satisfaction. People who
are weak in identifying and using emotions may lack the
ability to take advantage of their emotional world; therefore, they fail to experience positive emotions such as happiness which are low in these people (14).
Effective communication has a prominent role on marital satisfaction (15) and could have an important role in
creating security for couples (16). Emotional expression is
a fundamental factor in the differentiation between unhappy and happy couples, because it plays an important
role in the development of intimacy in a relationship (17,
18). Mutual expression of affection creates a sense of support and increases self-revelation in couples (19). The study
results showed that self-revelation behavior of couples
has a positive correlation with marital satisfaction (20).
Also, emotional skills and the ability to express emotion
have a positive correlation with marital satisfaction (21).
The study results confirm the relationship between alexithymia and avoidance of intimacy (22), suggesting that
people with alexithymia, have a strong need for independence, which results from their doubt and mistrust in
others (23). On the other hand, people’s mental and physical well-being are significantly influenced by their close
relationship. Ability to establish and maintain a satisfying romantic relationship requires the ability to identify
emotions and feelings and express them (24, 25), as well
as the ability to understand and appreciate the feelings of
others (26). Results showed that alexithymia has a positive
relationship with difficulty in communicating and getting
close to others, and the need for being approved by others.
However, it has a negative relationship with trusting others (the characteristics of insecure individuals) (27).
Evaluating factors associated with marital dissatisfaction seems necessary because the role of marital satisfaction is important in mental health, physical health,
efficiency, productivity, and social contributions of the
spouses. Couples, who perceive marital dissatisfaction,
undergo a lot of stress and suffering.

2. Objectives

The present study aimed to investigate the relationship
between marital dissatisfaction and attachment styles
as well as alexithymia. Also in this study, the association
of marital dissatisfaction with variables of secure style,
insecure style, ambivalent style, as well as difficulty in
identifying feelings, externally oriented thinking, external orientation, and difficulty in describing feelings has
been examined.

3. Patients and Materials
Research population included the parents of female elementary students (due to limited access to the parents
of male students) in Tehran during the academic year of
2013 - 2014. The study sample was recruited using a multi2

stage cluster sampling method. To determine the sample
size based on Morgan’s table (1974), in a study population
of 400, a number of 196 samples were obtained. For enhancing the quality of the research, 250 participants were
enrolled for this study; with the loss of 50 people, the
sample reduced to 200. Inclusion criteria included having at least an associate degree and exclusion criterion
was being a single parent. The study method was descriptive. A list of elementary school girls was provided from
the Tehran municipality district 2. Then, 3 girls’ schools
were randomly selected, and in the next step, 3 different
classes were selected. Next, based on the parents’ population of each class, the couples were randomly selected.
After selecting the sample from statistical population,
the questionnaires were distributed among the parents
of the students and after answering, they were collected.
For analyzing the assumptions of this study, the Pearson
correlational coefficient and multivariate regression
methods were used. Also, SPSS 18 software has been used
for the conversion and analysis of the scores.
To measure marital satisfaction in this study, ENRICH
marital satisfaction questionnaire was used. This questionnaire was designed by Olson (1989), and used for evaluating potential areas of conflict and identifying areas of
strength and fulfillment of marital satisfaction. This test
has two forms, one with 115 questions and the other with
125 that consists of 12 subscales. The original form was
tiring for the subjects because of its too many questions;
therefore, we provided a shorter version of this questionnaire with 47 questions. In the original marital satisfaction form of ENRICH, the validity was reported 0.90 using
the Cronbach α coefficient (28). Likewise, the validity of
the shorter version was 0.90 by calculating the Cronbach
α coefficient. In the current study, the short version of the
questionnaire has been used. A lot of research on the validity and reliability of this test were done and were reported the levels of validity between 0.65 and 0.94 in the
test-retests, and its discriminating power as 0.90 (29).
Attachment styles questionnaire is a 15-question test
evaluating 3 styles of attachment, including secure,
avoidant, and ambivalent in a range of 1 to 5 point Likertscale from very low, 1; low, 2; medium, 3; high, 4; and very
high, 5, and each subscale has 5 questions (29). Validity
of the questionnaire has been studied by evaluating the
correlation between the scores of the 15 psychological
professionals. Kendall coefficients of agreement for secure attachment style, avoidant, and ambivalent were
0.80, 0.61, and 0.57, respectively. Reliability coefficients
were obtained using Cronbach α as 0.86, 0.87 and 0.88
for secure attachment style, avoidant, and ambivalent,
respectively (29).
In the questionnaire, the alexithymia indicator of Toronto 20 is evaluated by 3 subscales of difficulty in identifying feelings, difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking. The first subscale includes 7 items (1,
3, 6, 7, 9, 13, 14), which evaluates the participants’ ability
in distinguishing and identifying feelings and emotions
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from their physical senses. Second subscale has 5 items
(2, 4, 11, 12, 17), which evaluates the ability to determine
the expression of emotions and whether the participant
can express feelings using words. The third subscale has
8 items (5, 8, 10, 15, 16, 18-20) which evaluates the levels of
one’s introspection, depending in one’s own feelings and
also in others. Test scoring method is based on a Likertscale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The
only items with invert scores are 4, 10, 18, and 19. The reliability of this scale was calculated as 0.87 using the Cronbach α for the total scale. The calculated reliability for the
total scale and 3 components of difficulty in identifying
feelings, difficulty in describing feelings, and externally
oriented thinking (thinking with external orientation)
were 0.88, 0.82, 0.80, and 0.70, respectively using the
Cronbach α. Also, retest reliability was found from 0.87
to 0.80 using a sample of 67 students in two tests with a
4-week interval (30).

Step 1, the score of ambivalent style inserted in the model
and this variable was able to explain 6% of variance (R2
= 0.061). Addition of secure style into model 1 in the second step caused another 6% addition to the variance (R2 =
0.120). Addition of insecure style variable to the first two
variables in the third step, added about 2% to the variance
(R2 = 143). In the fourth step, externally oriented thinking variable was added to the previous variables that explained about 7% of the variance (R2 = 0.230). In the fifth
step, the difficulty in identifying feelings variable was
added to the previous ones that explained about 2% of the
variance (R2 = 0.252).
The results from the variance analyses of 5 model regression are shown in Table 3. It shows that there are relationships between marital dissatisfaction and variables
of ambivalent style, secure style, insecure style, externally
oriented thinking, and difficulty in identifying emotions.
The results of the bivariate and partial correlations of
predictors with marital dissatisfaction are shown in the
Table 4. There is a significant relationship between predictive variables and marital dissatisfaction in all bivariate correlations of marital dissatisfaction. There is also a
significant relationship between all other indicators and
marital dissatisfaction except for insecure style. Thus,
among the predictive variable, difficulty in identifying
emotion and secure style predict the changes in marital
dissatisfaction.

4. Results

The results of the correlation coefficient between the
predictor variables and marital dissatisfaction are shown
in Table 1. Other than the difficulty in describing feelings
variable, there is a significant correlation between all predictor variables and marital dissatisfaction.
Results of stepwise regression analysis of predictive
variables and marital dissatisfaction are shown in Table 2.

Table 1. The Matrix of Correlation Coefficients of the Predictor Variables and Marital Satisfaction
Predictor Variables
Secure style
Insecure style
Ambivalent style
Difficulty in identifying feelings
Difficulty describing feelings
Externally oriented thinking

R

P Value

-0.154 a

0.001

0.243 a

0.001

0.247 a

0.001

0.355 a

0.001

0.033 a

0.255

0.286 a

0.001

a P < 0.01.

Table 2. Summary of the Stepwise Regression Analysis of Predictive Variables and Marital Satisfaction
Step
1
2
3
4
5

Predictive Component

R

R2

Discounted r

Standard Error

Ambivalent style

0.247

0.061

0.059

22.121

Secure style

0.347

0.120

0.116

21.443

Insecure style

0.379

0.143

0.137

21.186

Externally oriented thinking

0.480

0.230

0.220

20.136

Difficulty in identifying feelings

0.502

0.252

0.241

19.866
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Table 3. Results of 5 Model Variance Analyses
Source of Change

Sum of Squares

Degree of Freedom

Mean of Squares

F

P Value

Model 1

0.000

Regression

12639.526

1

12639.526

Error

193792.112

396

489.374

Sum

206431.638

397

Model 2

0.000

Regression

24806.705

2

12403.352

Error

181624.934

395

459.810

Sum

206431.638

397

Model 3

29580.848

3

9860.283

Error

176850.790

397

448.860

Sum

206431.638

397

47490.729

5

9498.146

Error

158940.909

392

405.462

Sum

206431.638

397

52112.310

6

8685.385

Error

154319.328

391

394.679

Sum

206431.638

397

12639.526

Regression

21.967

0.000

Regression

Model 5

26.975

0.000

Regression

Model 4

25.828

Table 4. Bivariate and Detailed Predictive Correlations With Marital Dissatisfaction
Variable

Ambivalent style
Secure style
Insecure style
Externally oriented thinking
Difficulty in identifying feelings

23.426

22.006

0.000

Bivariate Correlation

Partial Variable

0.247 a

0.109 b

-0.154 a

-0.295 a

0.243 a

0.099

0.286 a

0.172 a

0.355 a

0.171 a

a P < 0.01.
b P < 0.05.

5. Discussion
Our study results showed a significant negative correlation between marital dissatisfaction and secure attachment style. As secure attachment increases, marital dissatisfaction decreases. This finding is consistent with the
4

findings of previous studies (31-35). However, Richard and
Holley's results are not in line with the results of the present study (36). Regarding the first hypothesis of this study,
it could be said that in the couples’ lives, the existence of
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constructive interactions is based on an intimacy and empathy. Secure style between couples makes life more purposeful for them and they face stressful events with empathy and a sense of belongingness and solidarity.
Based on the findings of the present study, there is a
significant positive relationship between marital dissatisfaction and insecure style, meaning that when insecure
attachment increases, the marital dissatisfaction increases as well. The findings of this research are consistent
with the findings of some previous studies (31-33, 35-37).
Regarding the second hypothesis, it could be said that
from cognitive point of view, individuals with insecure
attachment have an insensitive personality. Insecure attachment in couples causes emotional withdraw, lack of
feelings, inability to maintain relationships, poor and
immature coping skills, defect in cognitive style, intrapsychic and interpersonal conflict, lack of awareness of
the feelings of the spouse. These factors increase marital
conflicts, which have negative correlation with happiness and marital adjustment.
According to the findings of the present study, there is
a significant correlation between ambivalent style and
marital dissatisfaction. In other words, as the ambivalent style of attachment increases, marital dissatisfaction
also increases. Results of previous studies (31-33, 35, 36)
confirm the findings of this study. The third hypothesis
explains that couples with ambivalent attachment styles
in romantic relationships are dependent, and constantly
worrying about abundance and rejection by the other;
also, by depending deeply on one another, they try to
decrease their separation anxiety. These problems are directly correlates with marital satisfaction.
The results of this study showed that there is a significant and positive correlation between the difficulty in
identifying feelings and marital dissatisfaction. In other
words, when identifying feelings gets difficult, marital dissatisfaction increases. Results of the present study are consistent with the findings of previous studies (38-41). The
fourth research hypothesis could explain that difficulty in
recognition of emotions results in the lack of explicit expression of emotions, feelings of shame, anger and aggression, inhibition of expression vulnerability, lack of joy and
satisfaction, and compliance between the couple which
maximizes marital conflicts. Based on Ellis’ point, marital
satisfaction is a subjective feeling of happiness, satisfaction, and enjoyment experienced by husband or wife (42).
According to the results of the present study, there is
no significant relationship between marital satisfaction and difficulty in describing feelings. This result is
not consistent with the previous study results (39-41).
Regarding the hypothesis of this study, it could be said
that difficulty in describing feelings is usually seen in individuals who have problems in identifying, processing,
and regulating their emotions. These people never had
the opportunity to acquire the ability to express and
recognize emotions in the family environment. It seems
Middle East J Rehabil Health. 2015;2(3):e29709

that studied couples had fewer problems with each other in describing emotions.
Based on the results of current study, there is a positive
and significant correlation between externally oriented
thinking and marital dissatisfaction. This result is consistent with the previous research results (39-41). With
regard to the hypothesis, weak levels of cognition, lack
of objective expression of emotions, and lack of capacity
for imagination result in poor thoughts and evocations
experiences; people fail to recognize their feelings and
emotions. In general, problems with verbal expression of
emotions and impairment in cognitive processes are associated with marital dissatisfaction.

5.1. Research Limitations
This study had some limitations as follows: limited access to parents of male students, lack of cooperation of
some parents in completing the questionnaires, especially highly educated couples, lack of correct and understandable translations of the tests, which could produce some problems in understanding questions and
answering them wrong, and possibility of the access to
wives to answer sheets that could have caused dishonesty of participants.

5.2. Research Suggestions
For future research, we recommend that the causes and
dimensions of cognitive, emotional, social, and other
matters related to marital satisfaction be investigated. A
comparison of attachment styles, alexithymia, and marital dissatisfaction in terms of gender is also suggested.
Based on the results of research, family counseling centers and media should pay attention to the education of
attachment styles, alexithymia, and strengthening marital satisfaction to reduce marital dissatisfaction. Family
courts and other institutions related to family education
should present issues related to marital satisfaction in
the form of presentations, conferences, and seminars for
couples. Given the large figure of divorce in the country,
welfare agencies, family courts, counseling centers, and
national media should cooperate for creating marital
satisfaction and use consultants in the area of family in
a professional manner to describe marital satisfaction aspects to couples and families.
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