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Abstract

This study aimed to examine a structural model of female sexual function based on
differentiation of self with the mediating role of marital intimacy among women
seeking divorce in Mashhad, Iran. This fundamental, cross-sectional, descriptive-
correlational study was conducted using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of women aged 18 to 42 years who were seeking divorce and
referred to family courts in Mashhad during the first six months of 2023. Participants
were selected through convenience sampling, and 280 completed questionnaires were
analyzed. Data were collected using the Female Sexual Function Index developed by
Rosen et al., the Intimacy Needs Questionnaire developed by Bagarozzi, and the
Differentiation of Self Inventory dewveloped by Skowron and Friedlander. Data
analysis was performedusing SPSS version 22 and AMOS version23. The mediating
effect was examined through the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples. The results
indicated that differentiation of self had a positive and significant relationship with
both marital intimacy and female sexual function. Marital intimacy also showed a
positive and significant relationshipwith female sexual function. The proposed model
demonstrated acceptable fit indices, including CMIN/df=2.65, RMSEA=0.076,
GFI=0.917, IFI=0.927, CFI=0.927, PCFI=0.805, and PNFI=0.793. The direct path
from differentiation of self to female sexual function was significant. In addition,
differentiation of self significantly predicted marital intimacy, and marital intimacy
significantly predicted female sexual function. Bootstrap results confirmed the
indirect effect of differentiation of self on female sexual function through marital
intimacy. The findings suggest that differentiation of self and marital intimacy are
important relational and psychological factors associated with sexual function among
women seeking divorce. Accordingly, assessment of these variables in divorce
counseling centers and incorporation of differentiation-based and intimacy-
enhancing interventions into couple therapy programs may help improve marital
functioning and reduce relational wilnerability.

Keywords: sexual function, differentiation of self, marital intimacy, women seeking
divorce, structural equation modeling.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal systems affecting psychological health,
emotional security, sexual functioning, and family stability. When the marital bond becomes unstable, couples
may experience a progressive weakening of emotional connection, communication quality, intimacy, and
sexual satisfaction, which can eventually lead to emotional divorce or formal divorce. Previous studies have
shown that maladaptive schemas, emotion regulation difficulties, and dysfunctional relational patterns are
important predictors of emotional divorce and marital vulnerability (Akbari et al., 2016). In this context,
female sexual function should not be considered only as a physiological or individual phenomenon; rather, it
is closely linked to the emotional, cognitive, and relational structure of marriage. Sexual dysfunction or
dissatisfaction may be associated with frustration, rejection sensitivity, emotional distance, conflict escalation,
reduced self-worth, and weakened marital commitment. Evidence indicates that the quality of sexual
relationships can be predicted by differentiation of self, suggesting that individuals with higher differentiation
are more capable of regulating emotional reactions, expressing needs, and maintaining balance between
autonomy and closeness in intimate relationships (Safari & Mohammadi, 2019). Similarly, differentiation and
sexual intimacy have been shown to predict marital burnout, highlighting the relevance of these variables in
the deterioration or preservation of marital functioning (Gohari et al., 2015). Differentiation of self, as a key
construct in family systems theory, refers to the individual’s ability to separate emotional and intellectual
processes, preserve a coherent sense of self, and maintain intimacy without losing personal autonomy.
Individuals with higher differentiation can manage anxiety and relational pressure more effectively, whereas
lower differentiation may manifest as emotional reactivity, emotional cutoff, fusion with others, and difficulty
maintaining healthy boundaries. Prior research has demonstrated that differentiation is associated with dyadic
adjustment, psychological distress, attachment patterns, and marital commitment (Ehsannia et al., 20109;
Rodriguez-Gonzalez et al., 2019). Marital intimacy is another essential dimension of couple functioning and
includes emotional, psychological, intellectual, sexual, physical, social, aesthetic, and spiritual closeness.
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Recent structural and mediation studies suggest that differentiation of self is significantly associated with
marital intimacy and marital satisfaction, and that emotional intimacy may mediate the relationship between
differentiation and marital satisfaction (Mardani & Zakeri Nasrabadi, 2025; Telli & Yavuz Giiler, 2023).
Intervention studies further support the centrality of these constructs, showing that paradoxical couple therapy
and systemic-behavioral couple therapy can improve differentiation, marital intimacy, and sexual satisfaction
in couples with marital conflict (Joudari & Anasseri, 2024; Zamanifar et al., 2022). In women experiencing
marital conflict or seeking divorce, sexual function may be particularly vulnerable to fear of intimacy, reduced
sexual satisfaction, extramarital relationship tendencies, and weakened self-compassion (Rezaei & Etemad,
2023; Sarhani & Homaei, 2023). In addition, emotionally focused couple therapy and self-compassion-based
interventions have been shown to affect marital conflict, differentiation, and sexual intimacy among women
harmed by marital infidelity (Jahangiri & Rezaei, 2021). Communication competence, conflict resolution
skills, psychological flexibility, meaning in life, forgiveness, personality characteristics, general health, and
psychological resources also appear to be relevant to marital functioning and relational adjustment (Farhadi
et al., 2016; Farhangi et al., 2022; Jalili, 2020; Kazemian Moghadam et al., 2021; Sheibani, 2016; Yousefi
& Azizi, 2018). Moreover, therapeutic evidence on schema therapy suggests that deeper cognitive-emotional
structures may contribute to mental health problems caused by extramarital relationships and marital injuries
(Shakhmgar, 2016). Accordingly, the present study aimed to examine a structural model of female sexual
function based on differentiation of self with the mediating role of marital intimacy among women seeking
divorce in Mashhad, Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study was a fundamental, cross-sectional, descriptive-correlational investigation conducted through
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of women aged 18 to 42 years who were
seeking divorce and referred to family courts in Mashhad, Iran, during the first six months of 2023. The marital
status criterion was that at least one spouse had formally entered or initiated the divorce-seeking process.
Participants were selected through convenience sampling from eligible women who agreed to participate in
the study. Considering the requirements of structural equation modeling and the recommendation to include a
sufficient number of cases per observed variable, 280 questionnaires were distributed and completed to reduce
standard error, improve parameter estimation, and minimize the risk of non-convergence or unstable model
estimates. Before data collection, the research purpose was explained to the participants, and they were assured
that participation was voluntary and that their responses would remain confidential. Data were collected using
three standardized self-report instruments: the Female Sexual Function Index developed by Rosen and
colleagues, the Intimacy Needs Questionnaire developed by Bagarozzi, and the Differentiation of Self
Inventory developed by Skowron and Friedlander. The Female Sexual Function Index consists of 19 items and
assesses female sexual function across six domains, including sexual desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm,
sexual satisfaction, and pain. The Intimacy Needs Questionnaire consists of 41 items and assesses different
dimensions of intimacy needs in marital relationships. The Differentiation of Self Inventory consists of 43
items and measures emotional reactivity, I-position, emotional cutoff, and fusion with others. Data were
analyzed using SPSS version 22 and AMOS version 23. Descriptive statistics, correlation analysis, structural
equation modeling, model fit indices, direct path coefficients, and bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples were
used to test the proposed mediation model.

Findings

The demographic findings showed that, in terms of education, 33 participants had a diploma, 53 had an
associate degree, 118 had a bachelor’s degree, and 76 had a master’s or doctoral degree. Therefore, the highest
educational frequency belonged to women with a bachelor’s degree. Regarding employment status, 187
participants were homemakers and 93 were employed, indicating that most participants were homemakers.
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Descriptive findings showed that the mean and standard deviation of total differentiation of self were 157.01
and 42.56, respectively. The mean and standard deviation of total marital intimacy were 223.36 and 65.01,
respectively. The mean and standard deviation of total female sexual function were 52.35 and 12.98,
respectively. Correlation analysis indicated that differentiation of self had a positive and significant
relationship with marital intimacy and female sexual function. Marital intimacy also had a positive and
significant relationship with female sexual function. The proposed structural model demonstrated acceptable
fit with the observed data. The fit indices were ¥*=638.86, df=241, P<0.001, CMIN/df=2.65, RMSEA=0.076
with a 90% confidence interval of 0.06 to 0.08, PNFI=0.793, CFI=0.927, PCFI=0.805, IFI=0.927, and
GFI=0.917. These indices indicated that the hypothesized model had adequate structural fit. Direct path
analysis showed that differentiation of self had a positive and significant direct effect on female sexual function
with a standardized coefficient of 0.229, standard error of 0.04, critical ratio of 3.33, and P<0.001.
Differentiation of self also had a positive and significant effect on marital intimacy with a standardized
coefficient of 0.270, standard error of 0.04, critical ratio of 3.78, and P<0.001. In addition, marital intimacy
had a positive and significant effect on female sexual function with a standardized coefficient of 0.311,
standard error of 0.02, critical ratio of 4.23, and P<0.001. The bootstrap analysis confirmed the mediating role
of marital intimacy in the relationship between differentiation of self and female sexual function. The indirect
effect was 0.0837, with a standard error of 0.0210, lower confidence interval of 0.0412, upper confidence
interval of 0.1378, and P<0.001. Since zero was not included in the confidence interval, the indirect effect was
statistically significant.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study showed that differentiation of self was positively associated with female
sexual function both directly and indirectly through marital intimacy. This result suggests that sexual function
among women seeking divorce is not merely a physical or individual issue, but is embedded in the broader
emotional and relational context of marriage. Women with higher differentiation may be better able to regulate
emotional responses, preserve personal boundaries, express sexual and emotional needs, and tolerate relational
tension without withdrawing or becoming excessively reactive. These capacities can directly contribute to
healthier sexual functioning. At the same time, differentiation appears to support marital intimacy by helping
individuals maintain closeness without losing autonomy. In turn, marital intimacy provides a relational
atmosphere characterized by emotional safety, trust, acceptance, and mutual responsiveness, which may
facilitate better sexual functioning. The mediating role of marital intimacy indicates that the pathway from
differentiation to sexual function is partly relational: differentiated individuals may experience greater
intimacy, and this intimacy may enhance their sexual functioning. In women seeking divorce, where marital
conflict, emotional distance, and relational insecurity are often intensified, this pathway becomes especially
important. The results emphasize that clinical assessment in divorce counseling should not be limited to legal
conflict or overt marital dissatisfaction, but should also include deeper relational variables such as
differentiation, intimacy, emotional connection, and sexual functioning. The findings also suggest that
therapeutic interventions for women seeking divorce and their spouses may be more effective when they
address both intrapersonal capacities and interpersonal dynamics. Differentiation-based interventions,
intimacy-enhancing couple therapy, emotion-focused approaches, communication skills training, and
psychoeducational sexual counseling may help couples rebuild emotional safety, clarify boundaries, reduce
emotional reactivity, and improve sexual and relational functioning. Overall, the study supports a
multidimensional model in which differentiation of self and marital intimacy are key explanatory factors in
female sexual function among women seeking divorce. Strengthening these variables may contribute to
improved marital functioning and may reduce relational vulnerability in couples at risk of divorce.
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