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Research Paper: The Mediating Role of Automatic 
Thoughts in Relationship Between Attachment Style 
with Sexual Dysfunction and Marital Commitment: 
A Path Analysis

Background: This article explores the effects of attachment style and automatic thoughts on 
sexual dysfunction and marital commitment, using the path analysis model. This descriptive-
correlational study was conducted on 375 married female students in Shahid Chamran University 
of Ahvaz, Iran, from 2016 to 2017.

Methods: According to Morgan and Jersey table and the statistical population (375 people), the 
number of samples was calculated as 180. Female sexual function index, marital commitment 
questionnaire, behavioral systems questionnaire, and sexual modes inventory were used for data 
collection. Then, the obtained data were analyzed with the path analysis.

Results: The results indicated that: 1. secure and insecure attachment styles had no direct effects 
on the sexual dysfunction, although they were significantly related to the automatic thoughts; 
2. secure and insecure attachment styles had a direct impact on the marital commitment; 3. 
automatic thoughts were a mediating variable; 4. automatic thoughts were positively related to 
the sexual dysfunction and negatively related to the marital commitment. Based on the findings of 
this research, the relationship between attachment styles and automatic thoughts were predictors 
of sexual dysfunction and marital commitment. 

Conclusion: Sexual function and commitment to marital relationships among couples can be 
increased by correcting automatic thoughts and providing necessary training about the attachment 
styles for parents.

A B S T R A C T

Keywords:

Attachment Site, 
Automatic thoughts, 
Physiological, Marital 
commitment

Citation Abdollahi N, Jazini Sh, Aslani Kh, Amanelahi A. The Mediating Role of Automatic Thoughts in Relationship Be-
tween Attachment Style with Sexual Dysfunction and Marital Commitment: A Path Analysis. Journal of Research & Health. 
2020; 10(2):91-102. http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/JRH.10.2.5

 :  http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/JRH.10.2.5

Use your device to scan 
and read the article online

Article info:
Received: 28 Sep 2019
Accepted: 05 Jan 2020
Publish: 01 Mar 2020

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9688-0414
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0508-8879
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3766-1983
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8406-1489
http://dx.doi.org/10.32598/JRH.10.2.5
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.32598/JRH.10.2.5


92

 March & April 2020. Volume 10. Number 2

Introduction

n the verge of the third millennium, fam-
ily is still considered as the main pillar 
of society. Sexual relations partly form a 
couple’s understanding of each other. In 
other words, satisfactory sexual function-

ing plays an essential role in improving women’s health 
and their quality of lives [1]. Female Sexual Dysfunction 
(FSD) is a common disorder in all societies worldwide. 
It is also a complex and multifactor phenomenon that 
encompasses emotional intimacy and relationship satis-
faction, along with other psychosocial factors across all 
cultures, and all sexual orientations and various socio-
economic statuses. It has great potential to affect rela-
tionships negatively and impair the quality of life [2]. 

Sexual dysfunction, as the main root of communica-
tive conflicts among couples, can cast doubts and con-
cerns about partnership interests and sustainability of 
the relationship [1]. In other words, the sustainability 
of the relationship is about having the same commit-
ment to the relationship. Relationship commitment is 
characterized by a willingness or deliberate intention 
to continue a relationship and psychological attach-
ment to a specific partner and relationship [3]. Marital 
commitment is defined when couples have long-term 
views about their marriage and make sacrifices for the 
relationship. They make every endeavor to keep and 
strengthen their bonds And they do not get divorced 
even if they have a failed marriage [4].

Maintaining a satisfying heterosexual relationship is 
important to the happiness and physical health of many 
people. Mutuality of commitment is critical to pro-re-
lationship transformation and develops as a process of 
paying attention to yourself and your spouse repeatedly 
is a top priority in life [5]. Commitment refers to the de-
gree to which one intends to continue a relationship in-
definitely and work to preserve it [6]. Given that sexual 
dysfunction is an unexplored public problem and com-
mitment plays a central role in the individual and fam-
ily’s wellbeing, investigating variables related to these 
two issues is essential.

The attachment hypothesis states that intimate relation-
ships between a child and those close to him or her in 
childhood is responsible for the bond that develops be-
tween adults in emotionally intimate relationships [7]. 
Bowlby’s theory of attachment suggests that the intimate 
bonds that a child forms with their caregivers make the 
blueprint for future relationships. The links between 
adult attachment and sexual dysfunction have already 

been well established [8]. Prior research suggests that 
securely-attached individuals have more positive sexual 
experiences in their relationships.

Feeney and Noller (1990) found that secure individuals 
reported greater mutual support in their relationships [7, 
9]. In contrast, insecure individuals are especially vul-
nerable to the feeling of rejection during sexual interac-
tions [10]. They keep trying to retain a sense of distance 
and lack of vulnerability in the sexual realm, due to their 
discomfort with intimacy and their general feeling to re-
main self-reliant [9, 10]. Associations between adult at-
tachment and commitment have been evident in recent 
research [11, 12]. Secure attachment has been predictive 
of relationally-oriented variables such as satisfaction, 
commitment, and trust [11, 12]. Having the least diffi-
culty, a secure person develops and maintains relation-
ships. The confident person values closeness with others 
while not overly dependent on them. Those who possess 
insecure styles desire closeness with others but are afraid 
of being hurt, so they tend to withdraw from intimate 
interactions with others [13].

We define adult attachment as the stable tendency of 
individuals to seek and maintain proximity to and con-
tact with one or a few special individuals who provide 
the subjective potential for physical and or psychological 
safety and security. Also, the attachment style becomes 
a base to explore [7, 14] four fundamental attachment 
styles, which vary depending on the particular combi-
nation of the ways the person and others are generally 
viewed. Fundamental attachment styles include secure 
(positive views of self and others), preoccupied (nega-
tive self and positive other views), dismissing (positive 
self and negative other views), and fearful (negative 
views of self and others) [15, 13]. The styles are concep-
tualized as relatively distinct and categorical, although 
the last three are typically considered to fall under the 
general heading of insecure styles [13].

Individuals have more or less secure attachment styles 
in their close relationships with others as a result of 
their early interactions with primary caregivers since 
childhood [13]. Given that the secure adult attachment 
provides love, care, and support and allows individuals 
to broaden and build their capacities, the smooth func-
tioning of the attachment system is regarded as crucial 
for maintaining satisfying relationships [16]. Compared 
with securely-attached people, insecurely-attached in-
dividuals reported more experiences of sexual behavior 
with strangers, and commit more acts of infidelity [17-
19]. Although studies have examined the relationship be-
tween attachment behavior and commitment, much less 
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is known about the relation between adult attachment 
and sexual dysfunction [5].

Evolutionary theories on the formation of relationships 
suggest that adult attachment and relationship commit-
ment are universal mechanisms for securing and main-
taining such mating relationships [4]. In other words, 
attachment style is associated with lifetime sexual be-
havior. Securely-attached individuals tend to be comfort-
able with their sexuality, are open to sexual exploration, 
and enjoy a variety of sexual activities [20]. This type 
of attachment will increase positive sexual satisfaction, 
and partners will be able to clearly express their love 
and affection in their relationships [21]. Some insecure 
individuals experience aversive feelings and intrusive 
thoughts with regard to sex, prefer to distance them-
selves from intimate sexual activities and experience 
lower levels of sexual intimacy and pleasure-related 
sexual feelings [22]. Insecure individuals might have 
difficulty differentiating among aspects of their sexual 
experiences and their relationships as a whole, which 
could potentially result in the relational instability if their 
sexual experiences are negative or unsatisfying [23].  

In the present study, we found out that attachment 
was related not only to sexual dysfunction but also to 

marital commitment and automatic thoughts. Automatic 
thoughts are images or cognitions presented by subjects 
as the result of the cognitive schema or core beliefs, ac-
tivated in a particular moment; thus, automatic thoughts 
reflect the content of the more central and tacit structures 
of the cognitive system. These images and thoughts re-
flect the meaning that subjects assign to a given situa-
tion and are deeply associated with the emotional and 
behavioral responses to that event. Moreover, automatic 
thoughts play an essential role in the therapeutic pro-
cess, being used as a preferential access pathway to the 
cognitive system and help understand the core beliefs 
underlying several psychological disorders [24].

Men and women with sexual dysfunctions reported 
significantly more negative thoughts during the sexual 
activity compared with the sexually-healthy individu-
als, failure and disengaged thoughts (I’m not satisfying 
my partner, I’m not getting turned on, when will this be 
over?), sexual abuse thoughts (this is disgusting, he only 
wants to satisfy himself), and lack of erotic thoughts 
were significantly more common in women with sexual 
dysfunction compared with sexually-healthy women 
[25].  A typical model of sexual dysfunction consists of 
negative automatic thoughts, depressive affects, and low 
subjective sexual arousals [26].  
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Figure 1. The proposed mediation model of automatic thoughts in the relationship between attachment styles to sexual dys-
function and marital commitment

Abdollahi N, et al. Attachment Style, Automatic Thoughts on Sexual Dysfunction, Marital Commitment. JRH. 2020; 10(2):91-102.



94

 March & April 2020. Volume 10. Number 2

Since Iranian researchers have rarely dealt with sexual 
problems and disabilities and their effects on the amount 
of people’s commitment in society, especially among 
women, our primary goal was to explore and predict 
factors that were previously found as predictors of this 
problem in other societies. Therefore, the main motive 
of this study was to see if the factors underlying sexual 
disability and betrayal in Western cultures are the predic-
tors of this disorder and problem in Iran, too. As previ-
ously mentioned, the main goal of this study was to gain 
a clear understanding of the way attachment styles affect 
automatic thoughts and the way they simultaneously af-
fect the sexual malfunction and the level of women’s 
commitment.

The following are the main goals of this research: to 
investigate the relations among attachment style, auto-
matic thoughts, sexual dysfunction, and marital commit-
ment in a single path model.

Methods

Study Participants

This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on 
the statistical population of 375 married female students 
in Shahid Chamran University of Ahvaz, Iran, from 
2016 to 2017 academic year. The study participants were 
180 married female students of this University. The in-
clusion criteria were being between 18 and 35 years old, 
being married, and finally being student, engaged, and 
resident of Ahvaz for more than a year. The exclusion 
criteria were not responding to more than three questions 
or filling out two options for one question.

The mean age of the participants was 26.79 years (SD 
= 5.22 years). The duration of marriage with the current 
partner ranged from 1 to 20 years (Mean = 5 years, SD 
= 4 years). According to Morgan and Jersey table, the 
number of samples was estimated as 180. Also, accord-
ing to the Cochran formula with 0.05 error, 95% confi-
dence level, and a statistical population of 375 people, 
the number of the samples was calculated to be 190. Ac-
cordingly, researchers selected 190 as a sample, and 180 
analyzable questionnaires were collected. 

Informed consent was obtained from the participants, 
and the confidentiality of their responses was assured be-
fore they filled out the questionnaire. A debriefing note 
was distributed to each participant after they completed 
the questionnaire.

Study measures

Attachment style

Adolescents’ reports on the attachment style scale of 
the behavioral systems questionnaire (BSQ; Furman & 
Wehner, 1999) were used to assess their self-perceptions 
of attachment styles with parents. This measure has had 
previously demonstrated acceptable internal reliability 
and validity (e.g. Furman & Simon, 2004; Furman, Si-
mon, Shaffer, & Bouchey, 2002). This self-report ques-
tionnaire was a 19-item instrument and contained a 
series of questions about how adolescents approached 
attachment in parent-adolescent relationships.

For example, “I consistently turn to my parents when 
I am upset or worried”. Continuous measures of the 
secure, dismissing, and preoccupied attachment styles 
(Cronbach α values = 0.75 to 0.89) were each assessed 
with 5 items rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale. Once 
again, the secure and dismissing scales were strongly 
negatively related (r=-0.73). Accordingly, these scales 
were combined to create a dismissing-secure style scale. 
Higher scores reflected greater dismissing qualities; 
whereas, lower scores reflected more security of the at-
tachment style [27]. The Cronbach α of the adolescents’ 
reports on the attachment style scale was calculated in 
Iran, and the value 0.71 for secure attachment style and 
value 0.85 for insecure attachment style indicated the 
questionnaire’s suitable reliability [28].

Sexual Modes Questionnaire

The Sexual Modes Questionnaire (SMQ; Nobre & 
Pinto-Gouveia, 2003) is a measure that assesses auto-
matic thoughts, emotions, and sexual responses during 
sexual activity. The questionnaire involves an Auto-
matic Thought (AT) subscale, assessing the Emotional 
Response (ER), and Sexual Response ratings (SR) to 
the automatic thought items. The AT has a male and a 
female version. The male version consists of 30 items 
and the female version consists of 33 items evaluating 
the automatic thoughts and images presented during the 
sexual activity. The participants rated the frequency in 
which they experienced the automatic thoughts during 
the sexual activity on a response scale ranging from 1 
(never) to 5 (always). Psychometric studies support the 
reliability and validity of the subscales [29]. 

Test-retest data indicated a statistically significant cor-
relation (r=0.99, P<0.05) for the total scale between two 
consecutive administrations (with a 2-week interval) of 
the female version (n=23), and a moderate correlation 
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(r=0.65, P<0.05) for the male version (possibly due to 
the low sample size, n=9). The Cronbach α of 0.88 for 
the male and 0.87 for the female version supported the 
internal consistency of both scales. Convergent validity 
indicated that the AT subscale was strongly associated 
with the measures of sexual functioning. The female 
version was significantly correlated with the Female 
Sexual Function Index (FSFI) (r=0.49, P<0.01) and the 
male version with the International Index Of Erectile 
Function (IIEF) (r=0.60, P<0.05) [29]. The Cronbach 
α value of the SMQ was calculated by Jazini (2017) in 
Iran, and the value 0.77 indicates the questionnaire’s 
suitable reliability [30].

Sexual dysfunction

The Female Sexual Function Index (FSFI) (Rosen et 
al., 2000) is a 19-item instrument, providing information 
on the major dimensions of the sexual function. A princi-
pal component analysis identified six factors: sexual in-
terest/desire, sexual arousal, lubrication, orgasm, sexual 
satisfaction, and sexual pain. The measure has accept-
able test-retest reliability (r=0.79-0.86), internal consis-
tency (Cronbach α ≥0.82), and discriminant validity. 
The measure allows the calculation of specific indexes 
for each dimension as well as the sexual function index 
(calculated through the sum of the specific dimensional 
indexes), with higher scores indicating greater levels of 
sexual functioning (desire, 1.2–6; arousal, 0–6; lubrica-
tion, 0–6; orgasm, 0–6; global satisfaction, 0.8–6; pain, 
0–6; total, 2–36) [31]. The Cronbach α of FSFI was cal-
culated in Iran as 0.88, indicating the questionnaire’s 
suitable reliability [32].

Marital commitment 

The commitment scale is a 43-item self-report measure 
that assesses the levels of personal commitment, moral 

commitment, and structural commitment. Various sub-
scales measure each component. Subscales of personal 
commitment include attraction to the partner, attraction 
to the relationship and the couple’s identity. Subscales 
of moral commitment include consistency values, and 
subscale of structural commitment include alternative, 
social pressures, and investments. Sample items are ‘‘To 
what extent do you love your partner at this stage?’’ (per-
sonal commitment), ‘‘I could never leave my partner be-
cause he/she needs me too much’’ (moral commitment), 
and ‘‘I would lose all the time I had put into the rela-
tionship’’ (structural commitment). Participants respond 
to the items on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1= 
‘‘strongly disagree’’ to 5= ‘‘strongly agree’’. 

Evidence for the reliability of the three dimensions of 
the commitment was provided by subjecting 18 items to a 
principal-components analysis in a sample of 187 married 
individuals. Significant correlations supported the test 
validity in expected directions with other commitment 
measures and relationship variables, such as marital in-
teraction and life satisfaction [33]. The Cronbach α of the 
marital commitment scale was calculated in Iran as 0.86, 
indicating the questionnaire’s suitable reliability [34].

Moreover, the data were analyzed using the path analy-
sis, and indirect effects analysis of the research variables 
was done using the bootstrap macro.

 Results 

We conducted univariate and bivariate analyses to ex-
amine the distributional properties of the measures and 
the linear relations among variables. Table 1 shows the 
frequency of age and marriage duration in married fe-
male students chosen from Shahid Chamran University 
of Ahvaz in 2016-2017.

Table 1. Frequency of age and marriage duration among the studies population

Age (y) No. Marriage Duration (y) No.

18-20 18 1-4 100

21-23 41 5-8 38

24-26 38 9-12 21

27-29 25 13-16 12

30-32 16 17-20 6

33-35 39
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 Table 2 shows the estimated values the Pearson cor-
relation coefficients, means, and standard deviations. We 
conducted a correlation analysis using path analysis. In 
this analysis, the relationships among the variables are 
estimated concurrently in a single equation, and several 
outcomes can be predicted at the same time. Path analysis 
uses only observed variables (represented as rectangles).

The four assumptions of the path analysis were inves-
tigated before analyzing the data related to hypotheses, 
to make sure that the data meet the underlying assump-
tions of the path analysis model, including missing data, 
checking outliers, normality, and multicollinearity.

In the present study and for dealing with missing data, 
we used a data substitution method with the variable 
mean. Furthermore, the Z-scores of variables were cal-
culated using SPSS to examine single-variable outli-
ers. The results showed that scores of all variables were 
within 2SD above or below the mean. In the present 
study, the skewness and kurtosis of variables were used 
to examine the normality of variables. Table 3 shows the 
results of testing the normality of studied variables.

As shown in Table 3, skewness and kurtosis coefficients 
for the secure attachment variable were -0.699 and -0.098, 
for the insecure attachment variable 0.665 and 0.011, for 
the variable of automatic thoughts 0.471 and -0.652, the 
sexual dysfunction 0.087 and -0.749, and the marital 
commitment -0.418 and -0.792; respectively. Tables 3 
and 4 show that with respect to the criterion of normality, 
all of the research variables had the absolute value of the 
skewness coefficient smaller than 3 and the absolute value 
of the kurtosis coefficient lower than 10, and thus the vio-
lation of the data normality was not observed.

In the present study, the multicollinearity of the vari-
ables was investigated using the tolerance statistic and 
Variance Inflation Factor (VIF). Table 4 reports the re-
sults of examining multicollinearity.

According to Table 4, the obtained tolerance values 
for variables are higher than 0.10, indicating the ab-
sence of multicollinearity among variables. Moreover, 
the amount of the inflation variance obtained for vari-
ables was less than 10, revealing no multicollinearity 
among variables.

Table 2. The Pearson correlation coefficients

Correlation 1 2 3 4 5

1. Automatic thoughts _

2. Sexual dysfunction 0.63* _

3. Marital commitment -0.57* -0.46* _

4. Secure attachment -0.42* -0.35* 0.68* _

5. Insecure attachment 0.56* 0.39* 0.62* 0.30* _

Mean±SD 60.74±0.16 23.48±11.56 165.79±27.15 31.25±6.88 50.24±14.88

*P=0.01 (two-tailed)

Table 3. The columns of the table must be reversed

Indices

Variables
Skewness Skewness Standard 

Deviation Kurtosis Kurtosis Standard 
Deviation

Secure attachment -0.699 0.183 -0.098 0.363

Insecure attachment 0.665 0.183 0.011 0.363

Automatic thoughts 0.471 0.183 -0.652 0.363

Sexual dysfunction 0.087 0.183 -0.749 0.363

Marital commitment -0.418 0.183 -0.792 0.363
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We used Amos statistical 22 program to fit the path 
model that we hypothesized. We attenuated each ob-
served variable’s variance by removing its error vari-
ance; attenuation allowed us to examine the true relations 
among our observed variables. Figure 1 represented our 
complete model. AMOS allows regression coefficients 
to be estimated for the effects of the independent vari-
able (e.g. attachment style) on the dependent variable 
(e.g. marital commitment). To determine whether the 
automatic thoughts mediated the link between insecure 
and secure attachments to the sexual dysfunction and 
marital commitment, we examined the significance of 
the indirect path from insecure and secure attachments 
to the sexual dysfunction and marital commitment. To 
examine our present hypotheses, we used bootstrapping 
analysis with macro developed by Preacher and Hayes 
(2004). Bootstrapping analysis (5000 bootstrap samples 
with 95% confidence interval) has the advantage of not 
assuming the normality of the sampling distribution, 
making it appropriate for small samples [35].

The baseline model (Model 1) with no constraints dem-
onstrated a satisfactory fit to the data, with X2/1 = 1.78, 
P = 0.181, Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) = 0.99, Normed 
Fit Index (NFI) = 0.99, incremental fit index (IFI) = 0.99, 
Comparative Fit Index (CFI) = 0.99, the Root Mean 
Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA)=0.06, which 
indicates that our model fit the data.

In particular, we found that sexual dysfunction was not 
related to the secure and insecure attachments. More-
over, sexual dysfunction was positively associated with 
automatic thoughts, but marital commitment positively 
associated with secure attachment and negatively related 
to insecure attachment and automatic thoughts. Thus, 
further analysis was needed to examine and modify the 
basic model and the significance of the indirect paths 
leading from insecure and secure attachments to sexual 
dysfunction and marital commitment through automatic 
thoughts. Figure 2 shows the final, modified model.

Table 4. The columns of the Table must be reversed

Indices
Variable Tolerance Statistic Variance Inflation Factor

Secure attachment 0.816 1.125

Insecure attachment 0.681 1.468

Automatic thoughts 0.614 1.629
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Figure 2. Model coefficients and direct and indirect effects of the research variables
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The modified model (Model 2) demonstrated a satisfac-
tory fit to the data, with X2/3=1.49, P=0.213, GFI=0.99, 
NFI=0.99, IFI=0.99, CFI=0.99, and RMSEA=0.05.

We conducted a bootstrapping analysis with macro to 
examine the significance of the indirect paths depicted 
in the model, testing the hypothesis of no difference 
between the total effect and the direct effect. This pro-
cedure determines the significance of the mediator by 
examining whether the indirect path from the indepen-
dent variable (i.e.  attachment styles) to the dependent 
variable (i.e.  relationship satisfaction) is significantly 
different from zero. Results of path analyses using the 
bootstrapping analysis with macro indicated that auto-
matic thoughts mediated the link between insecure and 
secure attachments to sexual dysfunction and marital 
commitment.

As shown in Figure 2, no path has been eliminated in 
the model because of the significance of all the model 
coefficients is at 0.05 level. Generally, the coefficients 
≤0.01 are not significant in the model, and, as we see, all 
coefficients are above 0.01.

Discussion

Our findings supported the mediation model of auto-
matic thoughts, so the pathways between attachment 
styles to sexual dysfunction and marital commitment are 
significant.

The secure form of the attachment is a normative fea-
ture of the human species in regulating close relation-
ships. Moreover, attachment as the bonding that pro-
motes favorable relationship outcomes seems to be a 
universal phenomenon [4]. Hence, it is not surprising to 
find support for hypothesis 1, such that attachment ori-
entation is found to be intrinsically associated with dys-

functional communication patterns regarding sexual is-
sues and concerns [36]. Previous studies have indicated 
that higher levels of insecure attachment were associated 
with a higher incidence of sexual problems in women 
[8]. In other words, the insecure attachment was relat-
ed to aversive sexual affections and cognition [22] that 
gradually led to sexual dysfunction while secure individ-
uals exhibit a higher frequency of sexual intercourse and 
reported more enjoyment from sex than their less secure 
counterparts [37]. 

The results of the current study about hypothesis 2 
also supported previous studies’ outcomes [4, 12, 22], 
suggesting that secure attachment is related to relation-
ship satisfaction. It makes sense that the more securely-
attached people in their relationships, feel more pleasure. 
Securely-attached individuals are more comfortable get-
ting close and intimate with their partners, and they can 
trust them more.  The romantic relationship of securely 
attached couples will be more emotionally stable, more 
tolerant of differences, less confusing, more two-sided 
and reciprocal, and more intimate due to the larger 
amount of trust [38]. 

All of these aspects of secure relationships will lead to 
more marital commitment. However, people with inse-
cure attachment styles have low commitments in their 
marital relationships. People who have insecure attach-
ment styles are those who have doubts about their values 
in their internal activation patterns and they have positive 
evaluations of others (their spouses); they are constantly 
looking to bolster their assurance and blame themselves 
for their relationship problems. Most importantly, these 
people usually consider any behavior of their spouses as 
a sign of abandonment, and this characteristic hinders 
them from committing to their spouses [25].

Table 5. Bootstrap methods to test the significance of mediation effects

Indirect paths Boot SE Bias P Bootstrap with bias
correction

S Au Sex -0.4211 0.0726 -0.0020 0.0000 -0.5757 -0.3014

I Au Sex 0.2653 0.0408 0.0028 0.0000 0.1889 0.3523

S Au Ma 0.5715 0.1294 0.0039 0.0000 0.3410 0.8453

I Au Ma 0.3254 0.0829 0.0042 0.0000 -0.1561 -0.1828

S: Secure Attachment; Au: Automatic Thoughts; Sex: Sexual dysfunction; I: Insecure attachment; Ma: Marital commitment
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The results from the current study also supported hy-
pothesis 3. The findings supported the need to focus on 
psychological factors in women’s experience of sex. 
In women with sexual dysfunction, we expect to find 
higher sexual abuse thoughts, failure and disengage-
ment thoughts, partners’ lack of affection, passivity and 
control thoughts, and low self-body image thoughts. In 
other words, results indicated that men and women with 
sexual dysfunction reported significantly more negative 
thoughts during sexual activity compared with sexually 
healthy individuals [25].

In contrast, the marital commitment was negatively as-
sociated with automatic thoughts. Thus, the current study 
also supported hypothesis 4. Overall, our results support 
the existence of a typical underlying thought pattern in 
women with low commitment. Women with low com-
mitment reported a lack of erotic thoughts during sexual 
activity. Besides, they had disengagement thoughts. On 
the other hand, age and body-related thoughts and nega-
tive thoughts towards sexuality certainly help distinguish 
women with low commitment. In other words, it was 
found that women who were more satisfied with their 
marital relationships and perceived it as more intimate, 
were less concerned with their body images. These re-
sults suggest that a more positive couple relationship can 
be one of the factors that help women feel more comfort-
able with their bodies and less concerned with their body 
images, which, in turn, is associated with the more posi-
tive subjective perception of the married life, and more 
positive feelings [39].

Furthermore, the findings of the current study support 
hypothesis 5, confirming that automatic thoughts sig-
nificantly mediate the pathway from attachment styles 
to sexual dysfunction. Insecure individuals tend to have 
relatively unstable and unsatisfying relationships due to 
their emotional distance, fear of intimacy, and low levels 
of trust [23, 36]. They tend to find sexual relationships 
unrewarding and uncomfortable, due to their general dis-
comfort with closeness and intimacy and are inclined to 
find their sexual relationships less satisfying. In contrast, 
some individuals’ insecure fear of losing the partner 
might bring anxiously attached women to focus on the 
satisfaction of their partner’s needs to the point that they 
forget to pay attention to their sexual sensations [36].

Moreover, insecure adults reported more automatic 
thoughts compared with secure ones. On the other hand, 
previous research [25] showed that men and women 
with sexual dysfunction had more negative thoughts 
during sexual activity compared with sexually-healthy 
individuals. Failure and disengagement thoughts (I’m 

not satisfying my partner, I’m not getting turned on, 
when will this be over?), sexual abuse thoughts (this is 
disgusting, he only wants to satisfy himself), and lack 
of erotic thoughts were significantly more common 
in women with sexual dysfunction compared with the 
sexually-healthy women [26]. Individuals with a secure 
attachment style tend to develop a strong sense of self 
and view others as reliable and trustworthy. They are 
found more likely to have intimate, satisfying, and faith-
ful long-term relationships [37, 40], with more positive 
views of sexuality and high levels of sexual esteem [40]. 
Besides, secure adults reported low automatic thoughts 
and more healthy sexual functions.

Another implication of these results is the confirma-
tion of that hypothesis 6, i.e.  “attachment styles affect 
marital commitment through automatic thoughts”. As-
sociations between adult attachment and commitment 
have been evident in recent research studies. Birnie et 
al. (2009) found that insecure attachment was associated 
with commitment aversion. Insecure individuals tend to 
reject intimacy or closeness, protect themselves from 
disappointments and rejection by others, and maintain 
a sense of independence and invulnerability. In contrast, 
some insecure individuals tend to search for self-accep-
tance through approval and acceptance by their partners, 
monitor their partners in a hyper-vigilant manner, cling 
to their partners, and obsess anxiously about potential 
disapproval or rejection by their partners [39]. As men-
tioned, negative thoughts towards sexuality certainly 
contribute to distinguishing women with low commit-
ment. Thus, insecure individuals, having more automatic 
thoughts, indicate lower commitment in life. 

This study confirmed the importance of taking the 
potential mediating role of automatic thoughts into ac-
count when studying the associations between attach-
ment styles, affecting sexual dysfunction, and marital 
commitment. The limitation of the current study was the 
homogeneity of the studied samples, which consisted 
of primarily the college-educated female, young adults. 
Second, we used a self-report method to investigate the 
two pathways. However, other methodologies, such as 
self-monitoring or diary studies, qualitative methods, lon-
gitudinal, and or direct observation in the laboratory, may 
provide a better evaluation of the proposed hypotheses. 

Conclusion 

Our findings supported the role played by the thought 
pattern in the dysfunctional sexual processes and low 
marital commitment. Based on the previous studies and 
the importance of commitment in family stability, and 
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because a healthy sexual function is an acquirable skill, 
providing new learning opportunities can help couples 
change their destructive and ineffective behaviors and 
adopt efficient strategies. Thus, executive authorities 
can introduce such training programs as a part of pre-
marital counseling on a large scale. Establishing private 
and public family counseling centers to provide training 
courses on sexual relationships and improve attitudes 
and sexual expectations to strengthen marital relation-
ships is also recommended.
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