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Research Paper: 
The Role of Attachment Styles and Spiritual Intelligence 
in Predicting Women’s Emotional Divorce

Background: Emotional divorce refers to a situation in which the emotional relationship, 
support, passion, warmth, attention, love, and intimacy between couples (husband & wife) 
decline or diminish. Such conditions lead to an unaffectionate marital life to the point that the 
couples are only together under one roof. Accordingly, the present study aimed to explore the role 
of attachment styles and spiritual intelligence in predicting emotional divorce in women.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The research population 
included all women filing for divorce who were referred to marriage counseling and couple 
therapy centers in districts 5 and 6 in Tehran City, Iran, in 2020. In total, 400 women who 
met the inclusion criteria were selected as the study participants using voluntary response and 
convenience sampling techniques. The required data were collected by the Emotional Divorce 
Scale, the Adult Attachment Scale, and the Self-Report Measure of Spiritual Intelligence. The 
collected data were analyzed using the multiple regression analysis method in SPSS V. 22.

Results: The obtained results suggested a significant positive relationship between the anxious-
avoidant attachment style and emotional divorce (P<0.01). Furthermore, there was a significant 
negative relationship between spiritual intelligence and emotional divorce; the higher the spiritual 
intelligence, the lower the emotional divorce (P=0.02). Accordingly, spiritual intelligence and 
anxious-avoidant attachment style can predict emotional divorce (Multiple Regressions= -0.58).

Conclusion: The present study data suggested that premarital education and counseling before 
spouse selection help in examining the personality traits of the parties. Moreover, paying attention 
to the role of health professionals, such as family counselors, psychologists, and psychiatric nurses 
in providing premarital counseling and education to couples and emphasizing the role of spiritual 
intelligence and attachment styles may prevent emotional separation and divorce among couples.
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1. Introduction

aving a satisfying or romantic marriage is 
the goal of almost all couples. Therefore, 
it is not surprising that the dissolution of 
the marital relationship can present nega-
tive consequences for numerous couples 

(Solomon & Jackson 2014). Emotional divorce is a type 
of separation whereby couples live together under one 
roof without any love and affection between them and 
are bound together through a legal contract (Gottman & 
Gottman 2008). In emotional divorce, the structure of the 
family is preserved; however, the family is void inside, be-
cause positive interactions between couples disappear and 
are replaced by negative patterns (Olson & DeFrain 2002). 
Emotional divorce is caused by a lack of positive inter-
actions with the partner, the non-satisfaction of emotional 
needs, sexual dissatisfaction, physical unattractiveness, in-
fidelity, financial problems, chronic illnesses, and physical 
abuse; such conditions lead to the generation of symptoms 
of anxiety, depression, guilt, frustration, withdrawal from 
social activities, and pessimistic and persistent attitudes 
about self, partner, and the future (Pines 2013).

Some psychological and personality traits of couples 
are involved in the occurrence of emotional divorce. For 
example, individuals with insecure or ambivalent attach-
ment styles are less likely to remain stable in their marital 
relations (Ozmena & Atik 2010). Women with an anx-
ious attachment style tend to develop conflicts with their 
husbands; however, they lack problem-solving skills to 

prevent the continuation of conflicts and quarrels. Previ-
ous studies signified the avoidant attachment style and 
problem-solving skills in women as critical predictors of 
the odds of divorce in them (Fakhri, Mahdavianfard & 
Kimiaee 2018). Furthermore, attachment styles can pre-
dict special love and marital relationships. For example, 
prior research reported a significant negative relationship 
between the avoidant attachment style and love (McDon-
ald, Patch & Figueredo 2016). Besides, ambivalent and 
anxious attachment styles have higher predictive power 
than other attachment styles (Yárnoz-Yaben 2010).

Another issue that seems to be effective in emotional 
divorce is spiritual intelligence. Spiritual intelligence 
represents a set of spiritual abilities, capacities, and re-
sources; the application of such skills in daily life in-
creases a person’s adaptability. By definition, spiritual 
intelligence plays a vital role in solving existential prob-
lems and finding meaning and purpose in the actions and 
events of daily life (King 2008).

Spiritual intelligence causes individuals to consider 
problems more patiently, try harder to find solutions, 
and better endure the hardships of life (King, Mara & 
DeCicco 2012). Some studies suggested that individuals 
with a lower level of spiritual intelligence encounter fur-
ther familial and personal issues (Bhullar 2015). Spiritu-
al intelligence and wisdom are characterized by features, 
such as cognition and emotions, as well as humility, 
empathy, and compassion (Khodabakshi-Koolaee et al. 
2019A). Individuals with a sense of meaning and pur-
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Highlights 

● Emotional divorce in couples presents detrimental effects on their relationship and the whole family, including children.

● Several psychological and personality factors are involved in couples’ communication problems. This research has 
paid special attention to attachment styles and spiritual intelligence.

● The present study results indicated that anxious and avoidant insecure attachment styles predict emotional divorce 
in women. Furthermore, women with less spiritual intelligence achieved higher scores in the emotional divorce ques-
tionnaire and vice versa.

Plain Language Summary 

Emotional divorce means emotional, romantic, communicative, and sometimes even sexual separation between the 
couples. They live under one roof but are not together. Research suggested that emotional divorce in couples has irre-
versible effects on the psychological adjustment of their children in the future. This study was conducted to investigate 
the role of attachment styles and spiritual intelligence in predicting emotional divorce in women. The study results 
revealed that insecure attachment and low spiritual intelligence can predict emotional divorce in women.
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pose in life more effectively cope with problems in times 
of crisis. Besides, faith in God assists them to experience 
less psychological distress (Liu & Froese 2020). 

Previous studies demonstrated a positive and signifi-
cant relationship between secure attachment style and 
spiritual intelligence. Individuals with higher levels of 
spiritual intelligence experience greater mental health 
and happiness (Amirian & Fazilat-Pour 2016). Further-
more, individuals with higher levels of spiritual intel-
ligence also experience more secure attachment styles. 
Moreover, higher levels of spiritual intelligence predict-
ed higher levels of connectedness and secure attachment 
(Carnesecca 2020).

Emotional divorce is not only a problem for the couples 
in the family, but also is worse than a formal divorce. This 
is because of its hidden dimensions and the negative ef-
fects on family-related relationships. For example, pa-
rental emotional divorce affects the levels of depression, 
anxiety, stress, and aggression in their children. Hashemi 
and Homayuni (2017) found that the children of emotion-
ally divorced parents reported higher levels of emotional 
and behavioral problems, compared to their counterparts 
of legally divorced parents. They also reported higher 
levels of depression, anxiety, stress, and aggression. The 
authors concluded that emotional divorce is more harm-
ful than legal divorce. Problematic parental relationships 
also adversely affect their children’s relationships later in 
adulthood (Roper, Fife & Seedall 2020; Fraley & Heffer-
man 2013). The psychological and personal characteris-
tics of individuals are of considerable importance in their 
marriage. Thus, this study aimed to determine the role of 
attachment styles and spiritual intelligence in predicting 
emotional divorce in women.

2. Materials and Methods 

This was an applied descriptive-correlational study. 
The research population included all women applying 
for divorce who were referred to marriage counseling 
and couple therapy centers in districts 5 and 6 in Teh-
ran City, Iran, in 2020. The participants were selected 
based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the re-
search. The inclusion criteria were as follows: obtaining 
the cutoff score of emotional divorce; having at least a 
diploma degree to understand the meaning of the items 
in the questionnaires, and an age range of 20-40 years. 
The exclusion criteria were remarriage and not complet-
ing the questionnaires (partially/fully). A large number 
of individuals living in districts 5 and 6 of Tehran met the 
inclusion criteria of the study; thus, the research partici-
pants were selected using voluntary response and conve-

nience sampling technique. Following Klein’s proposal, 
the 10:1 rule was used. Besides, given the possibility of 
the participants’ dropout, 400 women were selected as 
the study participants. 

The instruments used to collect the data are described 
as follows: 

The Emotional Divorce Scale (EDS): The scale was 
developed by Katz and Gottman (1997). This scale con-
tains 24 items. Each item is scored on a two-point scale; 
Yes (1) or No (0). The scale contains statements about 
different aspects of married life that one may agree or 
disagree with. The minimum and maximum scores ob-
tained by a respondent are 0 and 24, respectively. A score 
of 8 and higher indicates that the individual’s married 
life is subject to separation and there exist signs of emo-
tional divorce (Gottman 2002). Khodabakhshi-Koolaee 
et al. reported the reliability of this scale equal to 0.91 
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The formal validity 
of the scale was confirmed by experts (Khodabakhshi-
Koolaee et al. 2019B). In this study, the reliability index 
of the scale was calculated as 0.78 using Cronbach’s al-
pha coefficient.

The Adult Attachment Scale (AAS): This scale pro-
vides a self-assessment of relationship-building skills 
and a self-report of forming attachment relationships 
to close attachment figures (Collins & Read 1990). The 
scale contains 18 items scored on a 5-point Likert-type 
scale (1=not at all characteristic of me, 5=very character-
istic of me). Factor analysis data suggested the scale con-
tains 3 subscales each with 6 items detailed, as follows: 

- Dependence (D): It measures the extent to which a 
person feels he/she can depend on others to be available 
when needed.

- Closeness (C): It measures the extent to which a per-
son is comfortable with closeness and intimacy.

- Anxiety (A): It measures the extent to which a person 
is worried about being abandoned or unloved Collins 
and Read (1990).

Anxiety subscale (A) corresponds to the anxiety-ambiv-
alent attachment style. Moreover, the closeness subscale 
(C) is a bipolar dimension that contrasts secure and avoid-
ant descriptions. Therefore, closeness (C) corresponds to 
secure attachment, and the dependency scale (D) is al-
most opposite to avoidant attachment. Collins’s and Re-
vised Adult Attachment Scale (RAAS)is administered in 
10 minutes either individually or in groups. Each item is 
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scored 0 to 4 for options 1 to 5. Items 1, 6*, 8*, 12, 13, 
and 17* measure secure attachment, and items 5*, 2, 16*, 
14, 7, and 18* assess avoidant attachment style. Finally, 
items 3, 4, 9, 10, 11, and 15 measure ambivalent-anxiety 
attachment style. Options 1 to 5 are the items to be scored 
reversely (the items marked with*) are scored as 4, 3, 2, 
1, and 0, respectively. The items marked with an asterisk 
should be scored in reverse before calculating their total 
score. The total score of each subscale is measured as the 
sum of the scores of the 6 items.

Collins and Read (1990) reported the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient values for secure, avoidant, and anxious sub-
scales as 0.81, 0.78, and 0.85, respectively. Khodabakh-
shi-Koolaee et al. (2013) estimated the test-retest reli-
ability of the scale within a one-month interval as equal 
to 0.95. In this study, the reliability index of the scale was 
calculated as 0.89 using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient.

Self-Report Measure of Spiritual Intelligence: This 
instrument was developed by King (2008). It contains 
24 items, including critical existential thinking (7 items: 
21, 17, 13, 9, 5, 3, & 1), personal meaning production (5 
items: 23, 19, 15, 11, & 7), transcendent awareness (7 
items: 22, 20, 18, 14, 10, 2, & 6), and conscious state ex-

pansion (5 items: 24, 16, 12, 8, & 4). The items were de-
veloped on a five-point Likert-type scale (1-5); the range 
of scores varies between 24-120 and its cutoff point is 
96. In a pilot study, King administered the question-
naire to 619 undergraduate students (488 females & 131 
males) at the University of St. Petersburg. Accordingly, 
they reported a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.95 and 
an average inter-item correlation of 0.36 for this scale. In 
another study to validate the scale, it was administered 
to 305 undergraduate students and the Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient was measured as 0.95 (King 2008; King & 
DeCicco 2009). Hossein Jari and Zakeri (2010) estimat-
ed its reliability as equal to 0.93 using Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient. Besides, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient values 
for the subscales of critical existential thinking, personal 
meaning production, transcendent awareness, and con-
scious state expansion were computed to be 0.78, 0.68, 
0.74, and 0.72, respectively. In this study, the reliability 
index of the scale was calculated as 0.71 using Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient.

First, a list of marriage counseling and healthcare cen-
ters in municipal districts 5 and 6 of Tehran was prepared. 
However, given the restrictions imposed due to the Cov-
id-19 outbreak and the inaccessibility of the respondents, 

Table 1. The study participants’ demographic characteristics

Variable Categories No. (%)

Age group (y)

20-25 86 (21.5)

26-30 138 (34.5)

31-35 176 (44.0)

Educational level

Diploma 155 (38.75)

BA 148 (37.0)

MA 64 (16.0)

PhD 33 (8.25)

Number of children 

1 128 (32.0)

2 141 (35.2)

3 91 (22.8)

4 38 (9.5)

5 and more 2 (0.5)

Income level

Low 106 (26.5)

Mid 141 (35.2)

High 153 (38.3)
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Table 2. The correlation matrix of the study participants’ attachment styles and emotional divorce

Attachment Style 1 2 3 4

1. Secure 1

2. Avoidant 0.296** 1

3. Anxious 0.301** 0.077 1

4. Emotional divorce -0.325* 0.032 0.711** 1

*P<0.05; **P<0.01.

most of the questionnaires were distributed online among 
the respondents and were completed from April 2020 to 
August 2020. The collected data were analyzed by de-
scriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, frequency, 
& percentage) and inferential statistics (correlation coef-
ficient test and multiple regression analysis) using SPSS.

3. Results 

The demographic characteristics of the study subjects 
are presented in Table 1. Table 2 lists the relationship 
between attachment styles and emotional divorce in the 
study participants. Accordingly, there was a positive 
significant relationship between the anxious attachment 
style and emotional divorce. However, there was a nega-
tive significant relationship between the secure attach-
ment style and emotional divorce. 

Table 3 illustrates the correlation between emotional 
divorce and spiritual intelligence. As per Table 3, spiri-
tual intelligence and its components (critical existential 
thinking, personal meaning production, transcendent 
awareness, & conscious state expansion) were negative-
ly and significantly correlated with emotional divorce 
among the study participants. 

Before testing the research hypotheses, the assump-
tions of univariate and multivariate regression analysis 

of the variables and the normal distribution of the data 
were checked. The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test data in-
dicated that the normality assumption of the data was 
established (P>0.05). 

Regression analysis was run to test the main research 
hypothesis as per Tables 4 and 5. As per Table 4, the coef-
ficient of determination (R2) was equal to 0.213. In other 
words, the components of spiritual intelligence together 
explained 21.3% of the variances of emotional divorce 
among the explored women applying for a divorce. In 
addition, F-values calculated for regression analysis 
were found to be significant (P<0.05); thus, the regres-
sion equation was statistically significant.

As per Table 5, the regression coefficients (B) for per-
sonal meaning production, transcendent awareness, and 
conscious state expansion were equal to 0.364, -0.240, 
and 0.469. Additionally, the regression constant was 
measured as 0.831. Furthermore, t-values and P-values 
(P<0.05) for the research variables indicated that all coef-
ficients were statistically significant.

The highest beta coefficient (β=-0.525) belonged to 
conscious state expansion; therefore, conscious state 
expansion presents a greater share in explaining the 
women’s emotional divorce. In other words, conscious 
state expansion is a stronger predictor of emotional di-

Table 3. The correlation matrix of the study participants’ spiritual intelligence and emotional divorce

Attachment Style 1 2 3 5 5 6

1. Critical existential thinking 1

2. Personal meaning production 0.822** 1

3. Transcendent awareness 0.798** 0.759** 1

4. Conscious state expansion 0.670** 0.699** 0.840** 1

5. Spiritual intelligence 0.919** 0.899** 0.937** 0.837** 1

6. Emotional divorce -0.237** -0.344** -0.296** -0.421** -0.348** 1

 **P<0.01.
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vorce among women applying for a divorce. Moreover, 
the results of regression analysis suggested that personal 
meaning production and transcendent awareness can ex-
plain 29.3% and -0.232% of the variances of emotional 
divorce in the study subjects.

Table 6 lists the results of the regression analysis for 
emotional divorce. The coefficient of determination (R2) 
was equal to 0.519. In other words, the attachment styles 
together explained 51.9% of the variances of emotional 
divorce among the study samples. Besides, P-values cal-
culated for regression analysis were significant (P<0.05), 
implying that the regression equation was statistically 
significant. 

According to Table 6, the regression coefficients (B) 
for secure and anxious attachment styles were -0.245 
and 0.733 and the regression constant was measured as 
3.979. Besides, t-values and P-values were less than 0.05 
(P<0.05) for the research variables, suggesting that all 
coefficients were statistically significant.

The highest beta coefficient (β=0.671) was related to 
the anxious attachment style; therefore, the anxious at-
tachment style provides a greater share in explaining the 
women’s emotional divorce. In other words, the anxious 
attachment style is a stronger predictor of emotional di-
vorce among women applying for a divorce. Moreover, 

the secure attachment style can explain -0.129% of the 
variances of emotional divorce in the study participants.

4. Discussion 

The present study data suggested that avoidant and 
anxious attachment styles, as well as low spiritual intel-
ligence, were predictors of emotional divorce in women, 
as indicated in previous studies (Fakhri et al. 2018; Mc-
Donald et al. 2016). It was also identified that the secure 
attachment style and its components were negatively and 
significantly related to emotional divorce; thus, the high-
er secure attachment in women seeking a divorce, the 
higher their marital satisfaction and positive attitude to-
wards life, and the lower the rate of emotional divorce in 
them. Couples with a secure attachment style experience 
the highest level of security in their interpersonal rela-
tionship due to the positive attitudes they have towards 
selves and others. Positive perceptions, as characteristics 
of individuals with secure attachment styles, predict 
supportive behaviors and marital satisfaction in couples 
(Khodabakhshi-Koolaee et al. 2013; Alfasi, Gramzow & 
Carnelley 2010). The stable mental state and effective 
and efficient behaviors of these individuals concerning 
their spouse make them adopt a secure attachment style 
and establish more satisfactory social interactions. They 
also tend to express love and intimacy more frequently, 
trust in themselves and others, enjoy their relationships, 
are not worried about being rejected, and have a more 

Table 5. The regression coefficients for the variables used to predict emotional divorce

Model Variable
Non-standardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients

t Sig. 
B SD Beta

1

Constant 0.831 1.027 0.809 0.419

Critical existential thinking -0.155 0.081 0.170 -1.903 0.058

Personal meaning production 0.364 0.105 0.293 3.484 0.001

Transcendent awareness -0.240 0.105 -0.232 -2.278 0.023

Conscious state expansion 0.649 0.104 0.525 6.237 0.000

Dependent variable: Emotional divorce

Table 4. The results of synchronous regression model for predicting emotional divorce

Model Correlation (r) Coefficient of Determination (R2) F Sig.

1 0.461 0.213 26.709 0.001

A predictors: (constant), Spiritual intelligence Dependent variable: Emotional intelligence Durbin-Watson statistic: 1.256
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Table 6. The regression coefficients for the variables used to predict emotional divorce

Model Variable
Non-standardized Coefficients Standardized Coefficients

t Sig. 
B SD Beta

2

Constant 3.979 1.175 3.385 0.001

Secure attachment style -0.245 0.074 -0.129 -3.323 0.001

Avoidant attachment style 0.046 0.091 0.019 0.503 0.616

Anxious attachment style 0.733 0.041 0.671 18.047 0.000

Dependent variable: Emotional divorce 

positive understanding of their lives than individuals 
with insecure attachment styles (Anisworth et al. 2015).

Individuals who foster an avoidant attachment style 
experience withdrawal and alienation, and reject the 
possibility that others may help them in times of stress 
and unhappiness. Thus, these individuals are extremely 
reluctant to establish close and intimate relationships and 
unconsciously avoid them as soon as they feel that the 
relationship is getting intimate. Women with insecure-
avoidant attachment style tend to experience more con-
flict, less satisfaction, less stability, and shorter periods 
in their romantic relationships; all of which reduce cou-
ples’ relationships and marital satisfaction and increase 
emotional divorce (Borst 2015; Yarnoz-Yaben 2010). 
Murphy believed that individuals with insecure anxiety 
attachment styles are more prone to surrender. This is be-
cause of the fear of rejection when encountering conflict 
and the spouse’s anger; however, they argue more when 
their spouse is calm (Murphy 2012).

The study results also revealed that spiritual intelli-
gence was negatively and significantly correlated with 
emotional divorce. As spiritual intelligence increases, 
emotional divorce decreases. Besides, conscious state 
expansion was found as a stronger predictor of emotional 
divorce in women. The present study results were in line 
with another study. Carnesecca concluded that individu-
als with secure attachment styles present higher spiritual 
intelligence, compared to those with insecure attachment 
styles (Carnesecca Emmar 2020).

Accordingly, applying critical existential thinking, per-
sonal meaning production, and conscious state expansion 
can be effective in enhancing marital satisfaction and de-
clining emotional divorce. This is because spiritual intel-
ligence provides a framework for identifying and organiz-
ing valuable skills, competencies, and guidance, including 
a set of required beliefs and values. By resorting to spiritu-

ality, women’s adaptability increases and these character-
istics can affect their married life. Individuals with strong 
religious attitudes in their behaviors act following the val-
ues   and ethics; they also enjoy desirable interpersonal re-
lationships. Besides, spiritual intelligence also focuses on 
interpersonal relationships (King et al. 2012).

The present study was conducted with limitations. First, 
due to the COVID-19 outbreak, there were some restric-
tions in selecting the individuals who met the inclusion 
criteria of the research. Therefore, the participants were 
selec t ed using the non-random convenience sampling 
method. Second, a questionnaire is a self-reporting mea-
surement and respondents might answer them carelessly 
or with doubt; thus, this may further undermine the gen-
eralizability of the obtained results.

5. Conclusion 

The present study data indicated that avoidant and anx-
ious attachment styles and spiritual intelligence can pre-
dict emotional divorce among women. Paying attention 
to ps y chological and personality characteristics, such 
as spiritual intelligence and attachment styles can affect 
spouse selection, marriage, and marital stability. There-
fore, raising premarital awareness and knowledge, hold-
ing training courses, and providing premarital guidance 
and counseling services can lead to higher knowledge 
and satisfaction in couples. 
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