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Background and Obijective: Marital satisfaction is regarded as a crucial aspect of overall well-
being, affecting mental health, physical health, and overall life satisfaction. The present study
aimed to assess the mediating role of anxiety in the relationship between perceived stress and
marital satisfaction among married students.

Materials and Methods: This cross-sectional study employed structural equation modeling
(SEM) to examine the relationships among anxiety, perceived stress, and marital satisfaction.
Participants were 356 married students recruited via stratified random sampling from Azad
University in Ahvaz, Iran, in 2023. Data were collected using the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory,
the Perceived Stress Questionnaire, and the Marital Satisfaction Scale. Statistical analyses,
including SEM, were conducted using SPSS (version 26) and AMOS (version 26) software
packages.
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Results: The obtained results indicated a significant positive relationship between perceived
stress and anxiety (B= 0.37; P=0.001). Furthermore, perceived stress (B=-0.16; P=0.011) and
anxiety (B=-0.19; P=0.002) were both negatively associated with marital satisfaction. Bootstrap
analyses confirmed the mediating role of anxiety in the relationship between stress and marital
satisfaction among married students (P=0.010).

Conclusion: As evidenced by the findings of this study, higher perceived stress leads to higher
anxiety, which in turn, negatively impacts marital satisfaction. The results suggested that
interventions targeting anxiety reduction could improve marital satisfaction among married
students.
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Background

The stability of family structures hinges on the
quality of marital relationship. Dysfunctional marital
relationships or unsuccessful marriages not only
threaten the mental health of the couple but also
jeopardize the survival of the family |[1]. Marital
satisfaction encompasses various components, such
as sexual fulfillment, receiving support from one's
partner, participating in decision-making processes,
relationships ~ with  in-laws, social  support,
psychological well-being, and overall life satisfaction
[2]. Marital satisfaction is a psychological state that
is not automatically achieved but requires
continuous efforts from both partners, especially in
the carly years of marriage when marital satisfaction
is unstable and the relationship is at risk. Couples
experience marital satisfaction when their marital
relationship aligns with their expectations [3]. A
combination of intrapersonal factors (personality
traits, physical and mental health, positive cognitive
characteristics, and spirituality), interpersonal
factors  (communication  skills, constructive

relationships, love, and affection, as well as sexual
relationships), and environmental factors (social
support, employment, and adequate economic
status) can affect the health of marital relationship
[4]. According to Zaheri et al. |5], several aspects,
such as family conflicts and stress, can influence
how a family functions. Researchers have long been
interested in identifying factors that affect marital
satisfaction. Studies have demonstrated that
individual and contextual characteristics can impact
quality of life; among these influential characteristics
and factors are antecedents, such as perceived stress
and anxiety |6, 7].

Numerous studies have pointed to a negative
correlation between stress and marital satisfaction |[8,
9]. Consequently, this concept has garnered increasing
attention in marital research. Studies have focused on
various types of stress (such as internal versus
external, minor versus major, and chronic versus
acute) and two key theoretical models (the family
stress model and the couple stress model). They have
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illustrated that the role of stress is detrimental to the
quality and longevity of a relationship, and perceived
stress by either spouse not only affects their own
marital satisfaction but also impacts their partner's
marital satisfaction [8]. A shaky marriage and weak
marital relationships gradually become a stressful life
event for the couple; to the extent that the quality of
the spouses' relationship depends on their adaptation
to stressful situations. Meanwhile, the satisfaction of
one spouse displays a marked decrease with the
decline of the other spouse's satisfaction [9]. An
optimal level of stress is necessaty to create a sense of
competition among individuals; nonetheless, if the
stress level exceeds a certain limit, so that individuals
do not have enough time to balance, they wil
gradually lose their power. The effects of stress lead
to decreased job and family performance, manifesting
themselves in marital dissatisfaction and reduced
quality of life [10].

When marital satisfaction is absent in a shared life
between couples, dissatisfaction in a relationship
can act as a trigger for the development of anxiety
disorders and can also be responsible for the
development, exacerbation, and maintenance of
these disorders [11]. The elements of distress that
play a role in the creation or control of anxiety
disorders are diverse, and it is sometimes difficult to
identify the so-called exacerbating and reducing
factors. Nevertheless, we can refer to some factors,
such as the level of perceived stress [12]. Anxiety
disorders, as one of the most common mental
disorders, are debilitating not only for those who
suffer from them but also for those close to them.
Studies have highlighted that anxiety disorders have
a negative impact on patients’ social functioning,
including their partners' lives [13]. Anxiety disorders
can be a burden for both the patient and their
family and can affect a person's interpersonal
relationships, making it difficult for family members
to adapt and consequently leading to impaired
family  functioning,  especially in  marital
relationships. In societies with traditional fabrics, a
woman marries not only one man but also a large
family, and for this reason, extended families have a
great impact on the quality of marriage [14].

The pressures of extended families sometimes
exacerbate psychosocial stress [15]. Psychosocial
stressors, in turn, are a strong predictor of anxiety
disorders and marital problems. The fact that
marital relationships and shared life with a spouse,
often in marriage, may be stressful for vulnerable
individuals and may also lead to the development of
an anxiety disorder is still not fully understood [16].
In addition, anxiety disorders, like any mental
disorder, may cause or be a consequence of marital
discord and decreased marital satisfaction [17]. To

date, studies have suggested that the level of
perceived stress prevalent among couples in
traditional societies, due to interventions and
pressures from extended families, significantly
affects the quality of marriage. On the other hand,
perceived stress itself also leads to anxiety disorders
and consequently marital problems [18, 19].
Nevertheless, the assessment of how anxiety affects
the relationship between perceived stress and
marital  satisfaction highlights the important
possibility that researchers can gain insights into
how these factors impact marital well-being. By
pinpointing  factors  that influence  marital
satisfaction, it may be possible to enhance couples’
chances of a successful marriage and contribute to
lowering the alarming rates of divorce.

Obijectives

In light of the aforementioned issues, the present
study aimed to assess the mediating role of anxiety
in the relationship between perceived stress and
marital satisfaction among married students.

Materials and Methods

Design

This cross-sectional study utilized a structural
equation modeling (SEM) approach to assess the
causal relationships among perceived stress, anxiety,
and marital satisfaction.

Participants

Participants: A stratified random sample of 356
married students (mean age: 29.72%5.40) from
Azad University of Ahvaz, Iran, was recruited in
2023. The sample comprised 172 (48.31%) male
students and 184 (51.69%) female students, with a
mean marriage duration of 4.38+1.82 years. The
stratified random sampling method, with
stratification based on faculty/department, was
employed to ensure proportional representation
of different student groups within the university.
The inclusion criteria entailed (1) currently
married students enrolled at the Azad University
of Ahvaz and (2) the provision of voluntary
informed consent to participate in the study. On
the other hand, the exclusion criteria were (1)
being divorced, (2) unwillingness to continue their
participation, and (3) incomplete questionnaires
(more than 10% of the items). The sample size of
356 was determined based on a power analysis
conducted using G*Power software. Assuming a
medium effect size (f?=0.15) for multiple
regression (appropriate for testing mediation), a
desired power of 0.80, and an alpha level of 0.05,
the required sample size was calculated to be
approximately 350. To account for potential
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attrition or incomplete data, we aimed to recruit
360 participants, resulting in a final sample of 356
after data cleaning.

Procedure

Procedure: Ethical approval was obtained from the
Ethics Review Board at the Islamic Azad University
Ahvaz Branch prior to data collection. Participants
were recruited via announcements on the
university's online learning platform, emails to
relevant departmental student listservs, and flyers
posted on campus bulletin boards. Recruitment
materials provided a concise study description and a
link to an online platform containing the study
information and consent form. Upon accessing the
link, participants were presented with a detailed
information sheet outlining the study's purpose,
procedures, data confidentiality measures, potential
risks, and benefits, as well as their right to withdraw
from the study without penalty. Informed consent
was obtained electronically via an "I agree" button
before participants were directed to the online
questionnaires. The online platform employed
measures to ensure data security and participant
anonymity.

Study tools

1. The Marital Satisfaction Scale (MSS)

The Marital Satisfaction Scale (MSS) is a 35-item
instrument assessing various aspects of marital
satisfaction, including communication and conflict
resolution. The ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Scale
provides a broader assessment, encompassing
factors, such as idealization, personality traits,
financial management, and intimacy. Both scales
utilize a 5-point Likert scale for responses [20]. The
Persian  version of the MSS demonstrated
satisfactory reliability with a Cronbach's alpha of
0.74 [21]. Cronbach's alpha for the scale in this
study was 0.77.

2. The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI)

The State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (STAI) is a 40-
item self-report measure assessing both temporary
(state) and enduring (trait) anxiety. Participants rate
items on a 4-point Likert scale, with higher scores
indicating greater anxiety levels [22]. The STAI has
demonstrated robust reliability, with Cronbach's
alpha coefficients of 0.88 for trait anxiety and 0.84
for state anxiety [23]. The questionnaire
demonstrated a Cronbach's alpha of 0.80 in the
present study.

3. The Perceived Stress Questionnaire (PSQ)
The Perceived Stress Questionnaire (PSQ) is a 14-
item self-report measure developed by Cohen et al.

[24] to assess one’s perception of stress in their daily
life. Participants rate items on a 5-point Likert scale,
with higher scores indicating greater perceived
stress. Some items are reverse-scored. The PSQ
exhibits acceptable internal consistency, with a
Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.72 [25]. The
internal consistency of the questionnaire in this
study, as measured by Cronbach's alpha, was 0.75.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics, including means, standard
deviations (SD), skewness, and kurtosis, were
calculated for all study wvariables using SPSS
software  (version 206). Pearson correlation
coefficients were computed to examine the bivariate
relationships among perceived stress, anxiety, and
marital satisfaction. Structural equation modeling
(SEM) was conducted using AMOS software
(version 26) to test the hypothesized relationships.
Bootstrapping was used to evaluate the mediating
effect of anxiety.

Results

A sample of 356 married undergraduate students
(184 women, 172 men) aged 20-40 vyears
participated in this study. The data were normally
distributed, as indicated by skewness and kurtosis
values within acceptable limits (Table 1). The
results revealed a significant negative correlation
between anxiety and marital satisfaction (r=-0.35).
In addition, a significant positive correlation was
found between anxiety and perceived stress
(r=0.34). Furthermore, perceived stress was
significantly negatively correlated with marital
satisfaction (r=-0.31).

Table 1. Mean, standard deviation (SD), skewness, kurtosis,
and Pearson correlation coefficients of the studied variables

Mean

Variables (SD) Skewness  Kurtosis 1 2
1-
. 56.02
Perceived 0.22 -0.72 1
stress (B
2- Anxiety (?8;; 0.07 -0.63 0.34** 1
3- Marital 71.79 - -
satisfaction (8.98) o QS 0 WL
**: P <0.01

Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to
test the hypothesized model. The model included
three variables: marital satisfaction as the outcome,
perceived stress as the predictor, and anxiety as the
mediator. Model fit was assessed using various fit
indices, including y?/df, NFI, CFI, IFI, TLI, and
RMSEA. As illustrated in Table 2, the model
exhibited adequate fit to the data (RMSEA= 0.07).
Figure 2 displays the proposed model.
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Table 2. Fit indicators of the proposed model

Fit R

indicator X ai )/df '\:F Il TLI  CFI R'\/QSE
S

Propose 4332 15 09 09 09 09

dmodel 9 5 800 3 3 4 5 00

Marital
satisfaction

Perceived stress

Figure 2. Proposed model of the research

The results of the SEM revealed a significant
positive relationship between perceived stress and
anxiety (3=0.37; P=0.001). Furthermore, both
perceived stress (8= -0.16; P=0.011) and anxiety
(B= 0.19; P=0.001) were negatively related to
marital satisfaction. Bootstrap analyses confirmed
the mediating role of anxiety in the relationship
between perceived stress and marital satisfaction

(=0.07; P=0.010) (Table 3).

Table 3. Direct and indirect path in the proposed model

Proposed
Paths model

B P
Perceived stress — Anxiety 0.37  0.001
Perceived stress — Marital satisfaction -0.16  0.011
Anxiety — Marital satisfaction -0.19  0.002
Perceived stress — Marital satisfaction 007 0010

through anxiety

Discussion

This study assessed the mediating effect of anxiety
on the relationship between perceived stress and
marital satisfaction among married students. The
findings indicated that perceived stress significantly
affected anxiety among married students, such that
an increase in perceived stress was associated with
an increase in anxiety. This finding is consistent
with previous studies, including those by Meleki et
al. [20] and Chen et al. [27], which pointed to the
direct effect of perceived stress on anxiety. Based
on these findings, it appears that exposure to
stressful conditions can play a crucial role in the
development of anxiety. Stress occurs when an
individual's  personal, social, and occupational
circumstances do not align with their current
capacities and resources. This mismatch can cause
imbalances, conflicts, and internal struggles,
resulting in the onset and escalation of stress.
Perceived stress is a cognitive response to a
perceived threat in specific situations. After

experiencing a stressful event, individuals make
judgments about the severity of the crisis based on
their understanding and knowledge, which can
trigger various physiological and psychological
reactions, including anxiety [26]. Consequently, a
lack of control or inability to manage perceived
stress is associated with increased psychological
pressure and negative emotions, leading to a
decreased sense of security in individuals. This, in
turn, can be linked to symptoms of anxiety [28].

Furthermore, the findings revealed a negative
impact of perceived stress on marital satisfaction.
As perceived stress increased, marital satisfaction
among married students decreased. Consistent with
these results, previous studies [29, 30] have
highlighted the negative correlation between
perceived stress and marital satisfaction in both
men and women. To explain this finding, it can be
argued that couples who are more prone to
perceiving stress experience higher levels of stress in
response to mundane life events. They may also feel
more powerless and less capable of coping with
difficult life situations, which can lead to a
weakened immune system and potentially poorer
mental health. These factors can, in turn, negatively
impact marital relationship and reduce marital
satisfaction [6] Such couples are likely to experience
intense negative and distressing emotions when
faced with challenges or difficult life circumstances.
These emotions can not only interfere with their
cognitive and social functioning but also negatively
affect their mental health. Over time, the experience
of negative emotions can lead to the development
of negative emotions in their partners as well,
contributing  to  relationship  strain  and
dissatisfaction. In essence, the nature, intensity,
frequency, and duration of an individual's emotions
can affect the value and importance that partners
place on each other and affect their relationship.
This mechanism can be explained by the creation of
positive or negative feelings in both partners [31]

Another significant finding of this study was the
impact of anxiety on marital satisfaction. As anxiety
increased, marital satisfaction among married
students decreased. This finding aligns with the
results of previous studies [6, 7] which
demonstrated a significant impact of couples'
anxiety on marital satisfaction. To explain the
relationship ~ between  anxiety and  marital
satisfaction, it can be argued that anxiety predicts
lower levels of marital satisfaction. In general,
anxiety disorders often have detrimental effects on
marital and interpersonal relationships, leading to
decreased marital satisfaction. Due to its nature and
symptoms, anxiety negatively impacts marital life,
and there is typically a strong negative correlation
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between anxiety disorders and marital distress |7]
Assuming a bidirectional relationship between
anxiety and marital satisfaction, it is possible that an
anxious spouse, on the one hand, disrupts the
marital relationship with their anxiety, and, on the
other hand, the marital disruption exacetrbates their
anxiety. This vicious cycle seems to be associated
with decreased marital satisfaction, especially when
a decrease in satisfaction for one partner negatively
impacts the other partner's satisfaction with the
relationship.

Finally, the mediation analysis revealed that
perceived stress influenced marital satisfaction
through the mediating role of anxiety. While studies
specifically examining the mediating role of anxiety
between stress and marital satisfaction were not
found, previous research [7, 32] implicitly supports
this finding. To explain this result, stress can be
considered a demand that simultaneously exists with
a threat, triggering a set of "fight or (flight"
hormonal, neural, and other biological responses. In
other words, perceived stress is a mental response
to a perceived threat in any given situation, usually a
short-term experience. Nonetheless, anxiety is the
anticipation of impending threats or unpredictable
stress and is a persistent psychological disorder that
is not eliminated by the threat. Depending on the
severity of the judgment and perception of a
stressful event, couples may experience varying
degrees of anxiety; the higher the stress, the more
anxious they become [11]. Couples experiencing
heightened stress and facing greater tension and
anxiety in dealing with life challenges and daily
issues are more susceptible to psychological
instability and imbalance. Therefore, couples who
frequently, intentionally or unintentionally, cause
distress to their partners due to their stress, damage
their marital relationship and create emotional
distance between themselves and their spouses.
Ultimately, this psychological instability negatively
impacts the health of their marital relationship and
disrupts the quality of their marital relationship and
satisfaction.

This study was conducted on a specific population
of married students at Azad University of Ahvaz,
Iran. This limitation may restrict the generalizability
of the findings to other populations, such as
married  individuals from  different cultural
backgrounds or socioeconomic statuses. The sole
reliance on self-report measures may be subject to
social desirability bias, where participants may
provide responses that they believe are socially
acceptable rather than accurate.

Conclusion
The results pointed out a significant positive

relationship between perceived stress and anxiety,
indicating that higher levels of perceived stress are
associated  with  higher levels of anxiety.
Furthermore, both perceived stress and anxiety
were negatively related to marital satisfaction,
suggesting that increased levels of stress and anxiety
can negatively impact marital quality. A key finding
of this study was the confirmation of the mediating
role of anxiety in the relationship between perceived
stress and marital satisfaction. This implies that
anxiety serves as a psychological mechanism
through which perceived stress exerts its negative
influence on marital satisfaction. These findings
suggest that interventions aimed at reducing anxiety,
such as mindfulness-based stress reduction or
cognitive-behavioral therapy, may be beneficial in
improving marital satisfaction among married
students. Future research may consider exploring
the moderating role of such factors as social
support, coping strategies, or religiosity in the
relationship between perceived stress, anxiety, and
marital satisfaction. Moreover, longitudinal studies
could provide further insights into the causal
relationships between these variables over time.
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