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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of this study was to investigate the relationship between experiential avoidance
and emotional divorce with the mediating role of loneliness among couples in Tehran.

Methods and Materials: This research employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical
population consisted of married individuals residing in Tehran in 2024. Based on Morgan’s table,
380 participants were selected via convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Acceptance
and Action Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-II), UCLA Loneliness Scale, and Gottman Emotional Divorce
Scale. The reliability and validity of these instruments were confirmed in prior studies. Data analysis
was conducted using Pearson correlation in SPSS-27 and Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) in

SEBDgepLI AMOS-21.
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Findings: The results indicated significant positive correlations between experiential avoidance and

emotional divorce (r=0.48, p<0.001), experiential avoidance and loneliness (r=0.54, p<0.001), and
loneliness and emotional divorce (r=0.62, p<0.001). SEM results showed good model fit
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Published: 2025-06-22 likelihood of emotional divorce through heightened feelings of loneliness. Interventions aimed at
reducing emotional avoidance and enhancing emotional bonds in couples’ relationships may help

@ 01S prevent emotional divorce.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Emotional divorce, a silent yet pervasive phenomenon in
marital relationships, has garnered growing attention in
psychological and relational research. Unlike legal divorce,
which is a formal termination of marriage, emotional divorce
refers to the deterioration of emotional intimacy, affection,
and connection between spouses while they continue to live
together. It is characterized by emotional detachment, lack
of meaningful communication, and a sense of loneliness
despite the presence of a partner. Recent studies have
highlighted the role of psychological factors such as
experiential avoidance and loneliness in the development of
emotional disengagement among couples (Fatima, 2025;
Sevinawati & Oriza, 2023). Experiential avoidance, defined
as the tendency to avoid or suppress unwanted internal
experiences such as emotions, thoughts, and memories, has
been associated with numerous maladaptive relational
outcomes, including withdrawal, conflict escalation, and
reduced intimacy (Meneguzzo et al., 2024; Tang & Chou,
2024).

Loneliness, in this context, emerges not only as a
consequence but also as a mediating mechanism between
individual emotional regulation tendencies and relational
outcomes. Numerous empirical findings have demonstrated
the detrimental effects of loneliness on relationship quality
and mental health (Lee, 2024; Luo & Hu, 2022). Loneliness
has also been shown to mediate the association between
psychological constructs such as emotional suppression,
rejection sensitivity, and interpersonal dissatisfaction (He et
al., 2024; Kim, 2024). For instance, in the study by (Akkus,
2023), loneliness was found to mediate the relationship
between fear of positive evaluation and social anxiety,
highlighting its central role in interpersonal dysfunction.

The role of loneliness as a mediator has also been
emphasized in studies on adolescents and older adults.
Research indicates that individuals who are emotionally

inflexible and prone to experiential avoidance often find
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themselves isolated and emotionally disconnected from their
social and familial environments (Alaviani et al., 2025; Li et
al., 2025). This disconnection can lead to a reinforcing cycle
where avoidance leads to loneliness, which in turn
exacerbates relational problems such as emotional divorce
(Stephens & Phillips, 2022; Zhan et al., 2022). Additionally,
studies such as (Samuels & Jeong, 2024) have suggested that
fostering a sense of community and emotional support can
mitigate the effects of loneliness and reduce the likelihood
of emotional withdrawal in relationships.

Despite the growing body of literature on emotional
divorce, few studies have systematically examined the
triadic  relationship among experiential avoidance,
loneliness, and emotional disengagement in marital contexts.
Most existing research has focused either on clinical
populations or on specific age groups such as adolescents or
older adults (Jokic et al., 2024; Y. Liu et al., 2022). This study
aims to fill this gap by examining the mediating role of
loneliness in the relationship between experiential avoidance
and emotional divorce in a general population sample of
married individuals. Building on established findings in the
domains of emotion regulation and relational dynamics (Lee
& Bae, 2025; Ren & Ferraro, 2024), the present study
hypothesizes that experiential avoidance will be positively
associated with emotional divorce and that this relationship
will be mediated by increased feelings of loneliness.

Methods and Materials

The

correlational design. The target population included married

present research employed a descriptive-
individuals residing in Tehran in 2024. Using Morgan and
Krejcie’s table for determining sample size, a total of 380
participants were selected via convenience sampling.
Inclusion criteria consisted of being legally married, residing
in Tehran, and willingness to participate in the study
voluntarily. Participants completed three standardized
instruments: the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II
(AAQ-II) to assess experiential avoidance, the UCLA

Loneliness Scale to measure perceived loneliness, and the
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Gottman Emotional Divorce Scale to assess the degree of
emotional disengagement. All instruments had previously
demonstrated acceptable psychometric properties in Persian-
speaking samples. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 for
descriptive and Pearson correlation analyses and AMOS-21
for Structural Equation Modeling (SEM).

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed that the mean score for
experiential avoidance was 26.47 (SD = 6.32), for loneliness
was 47.83 (SD = 8.14), and for emotional divorce was 68.29
(SD = 9.26). Pearson correlation coefficients indicated
significant positive relationships between experiential
avoidance and loneliness (r = 0.54, p < 0.001), experiential
avoidance and emotional divorce (r = 0.48, p < 0.001), and
loneliness and emotional divorce (r = 0.62, p < 0.001). These
results provided preliminary support for the hypothesized
associations among the variables.

Structural Equation Modeling confirmed the overall fit of
the hypothesized model. Fit indices indicated a good model
fit (x> = 162.47, df = 87, y¥/df = 1.87, RMSEA = 0.046, CFI
=0.95, TLI =0.94, GFI = 0.93, AGFI = 0.91). Path analysis
showed that experiential avoidance had a significant direct
effect on loneliness (B = 0.54) and a significant direct effect

0.31).

Loneliness also

on emotional divorce (B
significantly predicted emotional divorce (B = 0.58).
Additionally, the indirect effect of experiential avoidance on
emotional divorce through loneliness was significant (B =
0.30), confirming the mediating role of loneliness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study support the proposed model
linking experiential avoidance and emotional divorce
through the mediating role of loneliness. Individuals who
tend to avoid internal experiences, such as unpleasant
emotions or distressing memories, are more likely to
experience heightened levels of loneliness. This, in turn,

contributes to emotional detachment and disengagement
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from their spouses, ultimately culminating in emotional
divorce. The results are consistent with contemporary
and
the

models of emotional regulation interpersonal

dysfunction,  which  underscore maladaptive
consequences of experiential avoidance on social and
relational outcomes.

Importantly, this study extends the literature by
empirically demonstrating the mediating role of loneliness
in a non-clinical, married adult population. It provides
evidence that loneliness is not merely a byproduct of
relational strain but a crucial psychological mechanism that
explains how internal avoidance tendencies can erode the
emotional foundation of marriage. This supports prior
research that highlights the importance of addressing
loneliness in therapeutic interventions aimed at improving
marital satisfaction and relational resilience.

Moreover, the findings underscore the need for relational
counseling programs to integrate modules that reduce
experiential avoidance and foster emotional expression.
Helping couples recognize and tolerate their internal
emotional states can enhance their capacity for vulnerability,
empathy, and mutual responsiveness—qualities essential for
sustaining emotional intimacy. Interventions such as
Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), which
explicitly targets experiential avoidance, may be particularly
effective in this regard.

Finally, the structural model confirmed in this study
the

psychological processes underlying emotional divorce. It

offers a robust framework for understanding

emphasizes the dynamic interplay between individual

emotion regulation strategies and perceived social
disconnection. Future research could expand on these
findings by exploring additional mediators and moderators,
such as attachment style, communication patterns, or

cultural expectations.
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