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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In the rapidly evolving digital era, interpersonal relationships—particularly romantic and marital
ones—are undergoing fundamental transformations due to the ubiquity of digital technologies. As
communication shifts from traditional face-to-face interactions to digital mediums, the ways couples
experience closeness, affection, and emotional bonding are being redefined. Marital intimacy, as one of
the core components of Sternberg's Triangular Theory of Love—alongside passion and commitment—
has garnered particular attention from researchers seeking to understand how new technological dynamics
affect relational well-being (Schafer et al., 2020).

The emergence of what scholars have termed "digital intimacy" suggests that emotional closeness
can now be cultivated and experienced through text messages, video calls, shared media, and other forms
of virtual interaction (Parsakia & Rostami, 2023). While such forms of communication offer increased
connectivity and accessibility, they also introduce novel relational stressors such as emotional distance,
distraction, and digital overuse. As (Abdulkareem et al., 2024) notes, digital overload can reduce emotional
availability and satisfaction, potentially eroding intimacy. Moreover, as (Fang, 2024) points out, digital
interactions are susceptible to misinterpretation and tension due to the lack of nonverbal cues, which are
essential to conveying empathy and emotional understanding.

Further complicating the landscape of marital intimacy is the presence of digital paradoxes—
where the very technologies designed to enhance connection may simultaneously lead to emotional
disengagement or feelings of neglect (Trapsila, 2025). For instance, continuous social media engagement
can trigger comparison, jealousy, and even perceived infidelity, ultimately reducing emotional closeness
between partners (Shahriar & Habibul, 2024; Timoshkin, 2023). On the other hand, when used with intention,
digital tools can serve as mechanisms to facilitate shared experiences and strengthen emotional bonds (Fu
et al., 2023; Koay et al., 2023). This dual nature of technology emphasizes the importance of digital literacy
and communication competence in preserving intimacy.

Sternberg’s Triangular Theory of Love remains a relevant framework for understanding the
psychological dimensions of love in the digital age. The theory posits that intimacy—defined as feelings
of closeness, connectedness, and bondedness—is the emotional core of any romantic relationship. While
passion and commitment play significant roles, intimacy uniquely captures the quality and depth of the
emotional connection between partners. Therefore, any factor that influences intimacy—positively or
negatively—has direct implications for overall relationship satisfaction and longevity (Schafer et al., 2020).

Given the increasing digitization of marital life, researchers such as (Parsakia & Rostami, 2023) and
(Inman, 2023) argue for the need to develop and assess structured educational programs that help couples
navigate the complexities of digital communication. These programs aim to teach partners how to build
emotional intimacy through both digital and real-world interactions. In particular, interventions grounded
in Sternberg’s theory can serve as effective frameworks for enhancing intimacy by targeting self-
disclosure, empathy, mutual understanding, and emotional presence—even within digital contexts (Al-
Rahmi et al., 2023; Mulyadi & Prihantoro, 2025).

In light of these considerations, the present study was conducted to evaluate the impact of a ten-
session psychological training intervention based on Sternberg’s Triangular Theory of Love on marital
intimacy among married women in Tehran, with a particular emphasis on their use of digital technologies



in communication. The intervention sought to integrate traditional concepts of emotional bonding with
contemporary realities of digital interaction, aiming to foster sustainable intimacy in modern marital
relationships.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a randomized controlled trial (RCT) design with a pretest-posttest-follow-up
format. The participants were 30 married women from Tehran, selected based on inclusion criteria related
to marital dissatisfaction and technology use. The participants were randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 members in each. The experimental group received a structured
intervention consisting of ten 90-minute sessions focused on emotional communication, digital literacy in
relationships, expression of affection, empathy, and trust-building, all anchored in Sternberg’s Triangular
Theory of Love. The control group received no intervention during the study period. Marital intimacy was
assessed using the standard Marital Intimacy Scale at three time points: pretest, posttest, and a five-month
follow-up. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post-hoc test in SPSS-
217.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed a substantial increase in marital intimacy scores for the experimental
group across the three time points. The mean intimacy score in the experimental group rose from 61.47
(SD =6.32) in the pretest to 74.82 (SD = 5.89) in the posttest and slightly decreased to 73.36 (SD = 6.07)
in the follow-up. In contrast, the control group's scores remained relatively stable, ranging from 62.18 to
62.94 with negligible variation.

The results of the repeated measures ANOVA demonstrated significant effects for time
(F(2,36)=24.37, p<.001, n*=.468), group (F(1,36)=38.12, p<.001, n?>=.569), and the interaction between
time and group (F(2,36)=21.60, p<.001, n?>=.442). These findings indicate that the changes in marital
intimacy were significantly influenced by the intervention and were sustained over time.

Bonferroni post-hoc tests further revealed that the difference between pretest and posttest scores
(p<.001), as well as pretest and follow-up scores (p<.001), were statistically significant in the experimental
group. However, the difference between posttest and follow-up scores was not significant (p = .281),
suggesting the stability of the intervention's effects over the five-month follow-up period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study support the hypothesis that a structured psychological intervention based
on Sternberg’s Triangular Theory of Love can significantly enhance marital intimacy in the context of
digital technology usage. The increase in intimacy scores in the experimental group, along with the
sustained effects observed during the follow-up phase, indicates the practical efficacy of the program in
improving emotional closeness among couples navigating digital environments.

One of the key insights from this study is that digital communication, when approached with
awareness and intentionality, can serve as a powerful tool for fostering emotional intimacy rather than
diminishing it. The training sessions helped participants develop critical skills such as emotional self-
disclosure, digital empathy, active listening in virtual conversations, and setting healthy boundaries for
online behavior—all of which contributed to strengthening their marital bonds. These results align with
previous studies that emphasize the role of digital literacy and conscious engagement in preserving
relationship quality in tech-saturated contexts.
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Moreover, the significant increase in intimacy suggests that digital intimacy is not merely a
theoretical concept but a real and malleable dimension of romantic relationships. The intervention's
success also demonstrates that traditional psychological models like Sternberg’s theory remain highly
relevant when thoughtfully adapted to contemporary realities. The findings validate the view that digital
life does not inherently threaten intimacy, but rather, its impact depends on how couples integrate
technology into their emotional and relational routines.

The stability of results at the five-month follow-up further underscores the durability of the
intervention's effects. This longevity points to the importance of reinforcing relational skills and providing
couples with sustainable strategies for maintaining intimacy amid ongoing digital influences. In this
regard, the program may serve as a prototype for future marital counseling and education initiatives aimed
at enhancing relationship resilience in a digital world.

Overall, the study contributes to a growing body of literature advocating for the integration of
psychological theory, digital competence, and emotional education in relational interventions. As digital
technologies continue to permeate daily life, helping couples navigate these tools mindfully will become
increasingly central to marital satisfaction and emotional well-being. This research offers a practical,
theory-based framework for doing so, emphasizing that intimacy in the digital age is both achievable and
worth cultivating.
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