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Abstract

Background: The current study aimed to investigate the relationship between cognitive distortions and attribution styles among
divorce applicant couples and its impact on sexual satisfaction.
Materials and Methods: It was a cross-sectional study and its statistical samples were 55 divorce applicant couples (110 individuals)
referred to Urmia courts, Urmia, Iran, from 2012 to 2013. The required data were gathered by interpersonal cognitive distortions,
Larson sexual satisfaction and attribution style questionnaire.
Results: The findings of the research indicated the existence of a significant relationship between attribution styles for pleasant
events and cognitive distortions. The results showed that an increasing amount of pleasant events reduces cognitive distortions
among the divorce applicant couples (P < 0.05, r = 0.19). Attribution style has a significant relationship with sexual satisfaction
among the divorced couples. As stable-unstable variables increase (P < 0.05, r = 0.22), pleasant events, (P < 0.05, r = 0.19), attribution
styles (total) (P < 0.05, r = 0.19) and sexual satisfaction increases and vice versa. Also, there was no significant relationship between
sexual satisfaction and cognitive distortions (P < 0.05, r = 0.04).
Conclusions: Normal and abnormal cognitive components are among the main factors affecting satisfaction or dissatisfaction in
couples who are living together (sexual satisfaction is one of its main elements).
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1. Background

Given Iran transition from a traditional society to a so-
ciety of industry and modernism, family issues and com-
munication problems are the most important problems
of the families in the realm of mental health (1). Plenty of
reference to family therapy centers and crisis intervention
and increasing special help-seeking behavior show the ex-
istence of a serious problem in families’ mental health (2).
Divorce is the result of the most acute and serious commu-
nication problems of the family. Unfortunately, in terms
of divorce and marriage ratio, Iran is among the first seven
countries in the world (3). One of the causes of divorce is
sexual dissatisfaction (4). Sexual desires and needs have an
essential role in marital life. Sexual pleasure makes cou-
ples ignore many of daily life problems and marital dis-
putes and increases emotional dependency between them
(5). People who have a high level of satisfaction with their
sex partner report a considerably better quality of life com-

pared to those who are not satisfied (6). Ignoring the prob-
lem without solving it, endangers marital relationship and
causes conflicts. Some of the destructive effects of mari-
tal conflicts can be named as physical consequences and
increased risk of different types of mental disorders such
as depression, drug addiction, sexual dysfunction and be-
havioral problems (7). Numerous studies show that the
most common cause of marital conflict is the result of in-
appropriate sexual relationship; if for any reasons, there
is no healthy sexual relationship between couple, one of
the partners will be unhappy, disappointed and bored and
it will cause conflicts and communication problems be-
tween them (8). Hulbert and Farley stated that dissatis-
faction of sexual performance is closely related to divorce
and social problems such as crimes, sexual assaults and
mental illnesses. In this regard, Bentovim, in a quotation
from Johnson and Masters, believed that the cause of 50%
of marriage failures is sexual dissatisfaction (7). One of the
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cognitive models recently raised to explain family prob-
lems, which has gained a lot of attention due to its theoreti-
cal basis and strong experimental background, is cognitive
model (9). According to this model, irrational beliefs and
cognitive distortions are the important factors in creation
and continuation of pathological behaviors (10). Recently,
the research literature in this area is more specific and is
focused on inefficient beliefs in relationships. An example
for that are thoughts and beliefs about interpersonal rela-
tionships with spouse, relationships between parents and
children’s relationships (11). Firish, in a research program
to explain a structural model of cognitive factors, sexual
satisfaction and quality of life, showed that both for males
and females, cognitive factors and attitudes, a causal rela-
tionship and subsequently sexual satisfaction, marital re-
lationship quality and stability of marriage are involved
(3). People’s reaction to situations is influenced by their
cognitive assessment and interpretation of situations; this
is derived from a theory that gained attention in the last
two decades and is based on individuals’ explanation style
for stress-inducing events that can have an important role
in mental health and can be named as attribution theory
(9). The purpose of attribution theory is to examine how
people give causal explanations, how people respond to
questions that begin with why, explaining the processes of
events and emotional and behavioral consequences aris-
ing from these explanations (9). Individuals continuously
choose specific causes for good and bad events that are
sometimes incompatible attributions. In other words, at-
tributing negative events to internal causes, and attribut-
ing general, stable and positive events to external causes
without stability and specificity; these are called incompat-
ible attribution styles and theses incompatible; in other
words, pessimistic attributions are associated with psycho-
logical and physical problems (9).

2. Objectives

The current study aimed to determine the the relation-
ship between cognitive distortions and attribution styles
among divorce applicant couples and its impact on sexual
satisfaction.

3. Materials and Methods

It was a cross sectional study. Statistical population
of the study was divorce applicant couples (281 people re-
ferred to courts in the first four months of 2014) referred
to family courts or divorce reduction centers (green oppor-
tunities) of Urmia welfare organization, Urmia, Iran. Ac-
cordingly, 55 couples were selected by convenience sam-
pling method. The total sample involved 110 people, 55

females and 55 males. It should be mentioned that oth-
ers who referred to divorce reduction centers individually
(husband or wife) were excluded from the study and the
statistical sample involved 55 couples referred to the same
center. The questionnaires were filled by the couples who
applied for divorce and then, they were collected by one of
the authors in the court. Anonymous questionnaire was
prepared to ensure that the results obtained by the partic-
ipants in the study would not hurt anyone.

Measuring instruments were as follows:
1) Interpersonal cognitive distortions scale: the scale

is designed by Hommamci (2004) to assess cognitive dis-
tortions in interpersonal relationships based on Aaron T.
Beck’s cognitive theory. This scale consists of 19 items
(questions) in three subscales. The first subscale is called
rejection in interpersonal relationships and includes eight
items. The second subscale is unrealistic expectations in
relationships and consists of eight items. The third sub-
scale is misperception of interpersonal relationships and
involves three subscales. Psychometric studies reported a
high psychometric quality for this scale. Its reliability was
checked through internal consistency by Cronbach’s alpha
and test-retest after two weeks. The results showed that
the obtained Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the whole
scale was 0.67, in test-retest 0.74 and for its subscales 0.72,
0.76 and 0.74, respectively (3). Convergent validity was con-
firmed by correlation with other scales and factor analy-
sis. The correlation of its scores with the scales of irra-
tional beliefs, spontaneous thoughts and conflicts in in-
terpersonal relationships were 0.45, 0.53 and 0.53, respec-
tively with a significance of 0.99. The scale consists of 19
items that comprise three subscales. The first subscale is
rejection in interpersonal relationships and includes eight
items. The second subscale is unrealistic expectations in
relationships and consists of eight items. The third sub-
scale is misperception in interpersonal relationships and
consists of three items.

- Questions of rejection in interpersonal relationships
subscale: 1 - 3 - 10 - 12 - 13 - 14 - 15 - 19

- Questions of unrealistic expectations in relationships
subscale: 5 - 7 - 8 - 9 - 11 - 16 - 17 - 18

- Questions of interpersonal relationships mispercep-
tion subscale: 2 - 4 - 6

According to this scale, respondents are placed in four
groups based on the use of their cognitive distortions: no
use, little use, relative use and full use. According to the se-
lected choice, a score between one and five is given to each
question and at the end, given the total obtained score
(the sum of all scores) they are classified into four groups;
therefore scores below 19 indicate no cognitive distortions
use; from 19 to 38 low cognitive distortions use; from 38 to
57 relative cognitive distortions use and above 76 full cog-
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nitive distortions use (3).
2) Larson sexual satisfaction scale: Larson sexual sat-

isfaction scale questionnaire has 25 questions with these
choices: never, rarely, sometimes and always (7). According
to this scale, respondents are divided into four groups of
full satisfaction, relative satisfaction, low satisfaction and
dissatisfaction. Given the selected choice in each question,
each question is given a score from one to five, and at the
end, based on their total score (the sum of all score) they
are placed in four groups. Scores below 25 indicate no sat-
isfaction; from 25 to 50 low satisfaction; from 50 to 100 rel-
ative satisfaction and above 100 full satisfaction. In Iran,
this questionnaire was used by Shams and Mofarah in their
study. Rahmani et al. used this questionnaire in their stud-
ies in 2010 and 2011 and to determine the reliability of the
instruments test-retest method was used and the obtained
results in 2010 and 2011 were 0.86 and 0.86, respectively (7).

3) Attribution style questionnaire: this questionnaire
is a self-report instrument and was first used to measure in-
dividuals’ attributions for uncontrollable events. Attribu-
tion style questionnaire includes twelve hypothetical situ-
ations (six good events and six bad events). For each event,
four questions are raised. The first question is about the
most significant reason for the event, and although it is
not used in scoring, the subject is required to respond to
its following three questions. These questions include in-
ternal or external, stable or unstable and general or spe-
cific events. Scores can be given to each of the three men-
tioned aspects; for example, the internal-external aspect is
obtained from the total score of the first question. If some-
one is in the position of total success and in the first ques-
tion he checks items 6, 4, 2, 3, 5, 4, this person’s internal-
external score will be the sum of these numbers divided by
six. For attribution style questionnaire’s reliability, Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient was 0.8 (12). Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficients were 0.75, 0.43, 0.73, 0.74, 0.56 and 0.76 for internal
failure, stable failure, total failure, internal success, stable
success and total success, respectively. Cronbach’s alpha
for the questionnaire was 0.74. The range of 36 questions is
from 36 to 144. If the subjects’ total score is below 144, they
are introvert and as their scores get closer to 36, they are
more introverted. If the score is above 144, the subject is ex-
trovert and if it is closer to 252, he is more extroverted. The
questionnaire of attribution style consists of twelve hypo-
thetical situations with six good events and six bad events.
Four questions are raised for each event. The first question
is about the most important cause of the event, although it
is not used in scoring, it is necessary for subjects to respond
to the following three questions based on these aspects:
internal or external, stable (steady) or unstable and gen-
eral or specific events. Scores can be considered for each of
these three dimensions, for example, internal-external di-

mension is obtained from total score of the first question.
If a person marks items 4 - 5 - 3 - 2 - 4 - 6 for success situa-
tion and the first question, the score of this person for the
internal-external dimension is the sum of the numbers di-
vided by six 24.6 = 4; therefore, the score is calculated in
the same way for other dimensions such as failure situa-
tion (13).

Pearson correlation coefficient and T-independent
groups were provided, and SPSS version 20 (SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, IL, USA) was used to analyze the data.

4. Results

4.1. Descriptive Findings

The investigated samples of the study are presented
separately in Table 1 based on gender and educational level.

Table 1. Separate Distribution of the Studied Samples Based on Gender and Educa-
tional Levela

Educational Level Female Male

Master degree 7 (7.3) 1 (0.9)

Bachelor 10 (18.2) 9 (2.8)

Associate degree 2 (3.6) 2 (1.8)

High school diploma 16 (1.29) 20 (2.18)

High school degree 23 (4.81) 23 (20.9)

aValues are expressed as No. (%).

In the study, the educational degree of 62.7% of the sub-
jects (43 cases), males and females who were divorce appli-
cants was below high school diploma and that of 47.3% (36
cases) had high school diploma. The investigated sample
based on age at the time of divorce.

In the study 42.6% of divorce applicant couples (47 peo-
ple), were in the age range of 26-35 (Table 2). The average
age of the sample was 29.61 at divorce time.

Table 2. Frequency Distribution of the Sample Based on Age at the Time of Divorcea

Age Range, y Index

15 - 25 37 (33.5)

26 - 35 47 (42.6)

36 - 45 20 (18.5)

46 - 55 5 (4.5)

56 - 65 1 (0.9)

aValues are expressed as No. (%).
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4.2. Inferential Findings

To determine the relationship between cognitive dis-
tortions and attribution style of the divorce applicant cou-
ples, Pearson correlation coefficient was used.

According to Table 3, the correlation coefficients be-
tween the internal-external pleasant variables with inter-
personal rejection was -0.25, and it was -0.19 between
external-internal pleasant and interpersonal cognitive dis-
tortions (total), which was significant (P < 0.05); it means
that, with 95% confidence interval, there was a negative
significant relationship between these variables. The re-
sults of Table 3 showed that, the correlation coefficients of
all other variables were not significant, which means that
there was no significant relationship between these vari-
ables (P > 0.05).

To determine the relationship between cognitive dis-
tortions and sexual satisfaction in divorce applicant cou-
ples, Pearson correlation was used.

The results of Table 4 shows that the correlation coeffi-
cient between the variables of interpersonal relationships
rejection was 0.004, for unrealistic expectations was 0.07,
for interpersonal misperception was 0.005 and for inter-
personal cognitive distortions (total) was 0.04; for sexual
satisfaction it was insignificant (P > 0.05).

Pearson correlation coefficient was used to determine
the relationship between attribution styles and sexual sat-
isfaction among divorce applicant couples.

The results of Table 5 showed that the correlation coef-
ficients between pleasant unstable-stable variables (0.22),
pleasant events (0.19) and attribution style (total) (0.19),
and sexual satisfaction variable were significant, which
means with 95% confidence interval, there was a signifi-
cant relationship between these variables and sexual sat-
isfaction (P < 0.05). The results in Table 5 also showed
that, the correlation coefficient between pleasant internal-
external variables (0.16), pleasant specific-general (0.13),
unpleasant internal-external (0.13), unpleasant unstable-
stable (0.14), unpleasant specific-general (0.12), unpleasant
events (0.14) and sexual satisfaction variable were not sig-
nificant, which means that there is no significant relation-
ship between these variables and sexual satisfaction(P >
0.05).

5. Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate the pathology
of interpersonal conflicts among divorce applicant cou-
ples and its impact on sexual satisfaction. The results
confirmed the presence of some pathological factors such
as unpleasant attribution style and cognitive distortions
among couples. The results of investigating the relation-
ship between cognitive distortions and attribution style

showed a negative significant relationship between pleas-
ant internal-external variables and rejection in interper-
sonal relationships, and pleasant internal-external inter-
personal relationships and interpersonal cognitive distor-
tions. It means that as pleasant internal-external variables
increased, the extent of rejection in interpersonal relation-
ships and interpersonal cognitive distortions (general) de-
creased and vice-versa. But no significant correlations were
found between other variables.

The findings of the study were compatible with those
of the study on the relationship between mental pathol-
ogy of family relationships and cognitive vulnerability (in-
efficient attitudes and interpersonal cognitive distortions)
(14). This study concluded that there was a significant re-
lationship between interpersonal cognitive distortions, ir-
rational beliefs in marital relationship and inefficient at-
titudes and marital conflicts. Marital conflicts were pre-
dictable based on the scores of cognitive distortions, ir-
rational beliefs and inefficient attitudes in marital rela-
tionships. Thelwell et al. showed that three positive char-
acteristics (hope, self-perception and suitable attribution
styles) can result in predicting emotional adaptation and
better learning for a learner (15), which were compatible
with the results of the current study; for example, if the ap-
plied attribution style among couples is pleasant internal-
external, the extent of rejection in interpersonal relation-
ships and interpersonal cognitive distortions (total) is re-
duced and vice-versa.

The other finding of the current research revealed no
significant relationship between interpersonal cognitive
distortions and sexual satisfaction. The results of the study
were not compatible with those of Abrahim, Zeinedini and
Maracy (14). In a research conducted on 60 people, referred
to family therapy centers in Isfahan, Iran, to find the re-
lationship between mental pathology of family relation-
ships and cognitive vulnerability (inefficient attitudes and
interpersonal cognitive distortions), the conclusion was
reached that there was a significant relationship between
interpersonal cognitive distortions, irrational beliefs in
marital relationships and inefficient attitudes and marital
conflicts. Marital conflicts were predictable based on the
scores of cognitive distortions, irrational beliefs in mari-
tal relationships and inefficient attitudes. No research on
the relationship between cognitive distortions and its re-
lationship with sexual satisfaction was found to be com-
pared with the result of the hypothesis.

The other finding of the current research indicated a
significant relationship between some attribution styles
and sexual satisfaction. The results showed a significant
relationship between pleasant unstable-stable variables,
pleasant events and attribution styles (general) and sexual
satisfaction. As the pleasant stable-unstable variables in-
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Table 3. Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between the Variables of Interpersonal Cognitive Distortions and Attribution Styles

Variables Interpersonal Rejection Unrealistic Expectation Interpersonal Misperception Interpersonal Cognitive
Distortions (Total)

External-internal pleasant
stable

-0.25 0.10 -0.14 -0.19

Stable-unstable pleasant -0.18 0.11 -0.02 0.0

Specific-general pleasant -0.08 0.11 -0.16 -0.02

Pleasant events 0-0.16 0.12 0.12 0.05

Unpleasant external-internal -0.18 -0.08 -0.14 -0.08

Unstable-stable unpleasant 0.01 0.06 0.03 0.03

Specific-general unpleasant 0.04 0.13 -0.08 0.06

Unpleasant events -0.07 0.04 -0.08 -0.03

Attribution style (total) -0.13 0.09 0.12 -0.05

Table 4. Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between the Variables and the Compo-
nents of Interpersonal Cognitive Distortions of Sexual Satisfaction

Variables Correlation Coefficients Significance

Interpersonal relationships
rejection

0.004 0.97

Unrealistic expectations 0.07 0.44

Interpersonal
misperceptions

Interpersonal
relationships

0.005 0.96

Interpersonal
cognitive distortions
(total)

0.04 0.66

Table 5. Pearson Correlation Coefficients Between Attribution Style With its Compo-
nents and Sexual Satisfaction (N = 107)

Variables Correlation Coefficients Significance

Pleasant external-internal 0.16 0.08

Pleasant stable-unstable 0.22a 0.02

Pleasant specific-general 0.13 0.16

Pleasant events 0.19a 0.04

Unpleasant
external-internal

0.13 0.17

Unpleasant unstable-stable 0.14 0.15

Unpleasant specific-general 0.12 0.19

Unpleasant events 0.14 0.14

Attribution style (total) 0.19a 0.04

aCorrelation is significant at the level of 0.05 (2-tailed).

creased, pleasant events, attribution styles, and sexual sat-
isfaction increased and vice versa. But there was no signif-

icant relationship between attribution style variables and
those of sexual satisfaction.

The results of a study on 20 Iranian couples, who re-
ferred to counseling centers in Isfahan, Iran, to find out the
relationship between retraining attribution style and mar-
ital satisfaction showed that retraining attribution styles
significantly increased sexual satisfaction (5). Another
study showed a bilateral interaction between using attri-
bution styles, a habitual approach in evaluation and pro-
cessing of life events as well as explanatory flexibility to
find the cause of the events (16). A study on attributions,
cognitions and coping styles indicated that internal attri-
butions were more associated with problematic coping
styles; negative attributions (pessimistic) were associated
with emotion-centered coping styles and negative psycho-
logical results, which were compatible with the results of
the current research; in other words, if couples had opti-
mistic explanatory style, their sexual satisfaction increased
(16).

As a conclusion, it is advised to follow the same proce-
dure on people in different cities, age groups, educational
backgrounds and different cultures. Limitations of this re-
search can be regarded as the use of self-reporting ques-
tionnaires that make it almost impossible to overgener-
alize the results to other communities. It is advised that
further studies investigate the relationship between inter-
personal cognitive distortions, attribution styles and ten-
dency to the divorce among couples.
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