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Abstract

This study explores the multidimensional phenomenon of emotional divorce among
married couples in Tehran, focusing on the psychological, relational, and social
dimensions that contribute to emotional detachment within marriage. Using a qualitative
coding approach, 40 indicators were identified through in-depth interviews and expert
consultations, which were then synthesized into 16 themes and subsequently
categorized into four main factors: emotional disconnection, conflict and
communication deficits, trust and intimacy erosion, and psychological-role distress. The
findings suggest that emotional divorce is not merely the absence of affection but a
gradual, silent withdrawal from shared emotional life, often masked by cultural norms
and social obligations. The study provides a conceptual framework for understanding
the progression of emotional alienation and highlights the urgent need for preventive
strategies, including targeted counseling, emotional intelligence development, and role
negotiation training. The results offer practical implications for mental health
professionals, social policymakers, and marital counselors aiming to enhance marital
satisfaction and prevent the breakdown of intimate relationships.

Keywords: Emotional Divorce; Marital Disengagement; Communication Breakdown; Trust and
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Introduction

Emotional divorce, a silent rupture within marital life, has become a critical psychological and social
issue, particularly among urban couples in Tehran. Despite cohabitation, these individuals experience
emotional detachment, lack of intimacy, and decreased mutual understanding, which may stem from
complex cognitive-emational processes such as rumination, reduced self-efficacy, and impaired cognitive
flexibility (Faustino et al., 2020; Raisi Sarteshnizi et al., 2010). Research indicates that excessive
rumination—defined as repetitive and passive focus on one’s distress—exacerbates emotional breakdown
and relational dissatisfaction (Watkins, 2024; Lyubomirsky et al., 2015). In emotionally detached
marriages, couples often report tendencies toward negative thinking patterns, emotional numbness, and
cognitive rigidity, all of which hinder conflict resolution and emotional reconnection (Farhadi, 2013;
Vahedi, 2014). These psychological impairments are not only precursors to full-scale marital dissolution
but also contribute to hidden individual suffering, particularly in sociocultural contexts where divorce
may be stigmatized or economically unfeasible.

Cogpnitive flexibility, the capacity to shift perspectives and adapt to dynamic emotional contexts, plays a
pivotal role in mitigating the effects of emotional divorce. Individuals with higher cognitive flexibility are
more capable of reappraising negative marital experiences and employing adaptive emotion regulation
strategies (Scott, 1962; Atalay et al., 2022). Conversely, cognitive rigidity, often observed in emotionally
estranged spouses, restricts the capacity for mutual empathy and constructive dialogue (Girard, 2022;
Moein & Farahanifar, 2014). Emotional schema theory also underscores how maladaptive emotional
beliefs influence behavioral responses and marital dissatisfaction (Leahy, 2019; Ghadiani &
Nejadhosseini, 2010). For instance, individuals with maladaptive schemas may misinterpret their
partner’s actions, fueling misunderstanding and emotional distancing. Research conducted in clinical and
quasi-clinical settings supports the interplay between rumination, low cognitive flexibility, and emotional
distress in relationships (Ghoti et al., 2010; Heinzel et al., 2023), indicating that these variables
collectively predict relational stagnation and internal withdrawal.

Moreover, emotional self-efficacy—or the belief in one's ability to regulate affective states—has been
identified as a protective factor against the deepening of emotional divorce (Hosseinzadeh, 2013;
Mehrpour et al., 2015). When this self-belief is compromised, individuals become more vulnerable to
chronic emotional disengagement and interpersonal detachment (Zhang et al., 2023; Van Seggelen-
Damen, 2023). This is particularly relevant in the Iranian cultural context, where societal expectations
around marriage and family create a paradox: couples remain legally bound yet emotionally severed.
Studies have shown that the lack of perceived social support, combined with emotion regulation
difficulties, further aggravates emotional distance (Hua & Ma, 2022; Shao et al., 2020). In such settings,
even professional interventions like emotion-focused therapy or schema therapy struggle to restore
emotional intimacy unless underlying cognitive-emotional patterns are effectively addressed (Farhadi,
2013; Bagheri Sheikhhangfesheh et al., 2013).

Despite a growing body of literature examining rumination and cognitive dynamics, few empirical studies
in Iran have comprehensively mapped the multidimensional parameters contributing to emotional divorce
among couples in Tehran. Most existing research remains fragmented—either focusing on adolescents



International Journal of Social Science and Humanities Research
Volume 4, Issue 2, pp. 18-29

and students (Hadadi & Tamnaeifar, 2013; Rezaei, 2010), or assessing clinical disorders like OCD and
depression (Yadolah Ardestani et al., 1400; Wang et al., 2022). However, emotional divorce in adult
marital relationships requires a distinct analytical framework that accounts for cultural, psychological,
and interpersonal complexities. By identifying and prioritizing parameters such as cognitive inflexibility,
emotional schema maladaptation, and rumination tendencies, this study aims to fill a crucial gap in both
academic literature and therapeutic practice. Such prioritization can serve as a foundation for targeted
interventions that aim not only to prevent legal divorce but also to revitalize emotional bonds in existing
marriages (Chang et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2021; Ibrahim et al., 2013).

Lecture Review

1. Emotional divorce, as a psychological and relational phenomenon, is deeply intertwined with the
cognitive and emotional functioning of individuals within intimate partnerships. This form of detachment
occurs when couples continue to live together physically but experience emotional estrangement and a
breakdown of mutual affection and empathy. A key cognitive factor implicated in emotional distancing is
rumination—repetitive, passive focus on negative thoughts—which has been found to impair problem-
solving and emotional engagement (Watkins, 2024). Persistent rumination disrupts emotional connection
and reduces the capacity for empathetic responsiveness, making it harder for couples to reconcile
emotional differences and sustain intimacy (Farhadi, 2013; Zhang et al., 2023).

Cognitive flexibility—the mental ability to switch between thinking about different concepts or to think
about multiple concepts simultaneously—emerges as a critical protective factor against emotional
disengagement. Individuals with higher cognitive flexibility are better able to reinterpret conflict,
consider alternative perspectives, and regulate emotions constructively (Scott, 1962; Bagheri et al., 2013).
In contrast, inflexibility tends to reinforce maladaptive patterns of communication and entrenched beliefs,
fueling emotional distance. As demonstrated in empirical work, cognitive rigidity contributes to
prolonged rumination and decreases adaptive conflict resolution (Girard, 2022; Raisi Sarteshnizi et al.,
2010).

Emotional schema theory provides a compelling framework for understanding how internal
representations of emotion influence relational dynamics. According to Leahy (2019), emotional schemas
are patterns of beliefs and strategies that shape how individuals understand, evaluate, and respond to
emotions in themselves and others. Couples who endorse maladaptive emotional schemas may
misinterpret their partner’s emotional expressions, leading to invalidation and emotional withdrawal.
Therapeutic interventions targeting emotional schemas have demonstrated efficacy in reducing
rumination and improving emotional expression, thereby potentially mitigating the risk of emotional
divorce (Ghadiani & Nejadhosseini, 2010; Ghoti et al., 2010).

Emotion regulation and self-efficacy in managing emotions also play a vital role in determining relational
resilience or vulnerability. Individuals with low emotional self-efficacy often feel overwhelmed during
conflicts and may resort to avoidance or emotional suppression, undermining connection (Mehrpour et
al., 2015; Rezaei, 2010). Conversely, those with strong emotion regulation capabilities are more likely to
engage in open communication and repair emotional ruptures. Emotion-focused cognitive therapy, which
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enhances emotional awareness and regulation, has shown effectiveness in improving relationship
outcomes and reducing tendencies toward emotional alienation (Vahedi, 2014; Faustino et al., 2020).

Mental abstraction—whether individuals process experiences in abstract versus concrete terms—has been
shown to influence emotional reactivity and coping strategies. Concrete thinking, which focuses on
specific, situational details, is associated with more adaptive responses to emotional distress, whereas
abstract thinking tends to promote generalization and overinterpretation of negative emotions (Felt et al.,
2021; Heinzel et al., 2023). Emotional divorce may be exacerbated when one or both partners engage in
abstract rumination about perceived relational failures, reinforcing detachment and hopelessness (White
& Wild, 2016; Atalay et al., 2022).

Social support—both perceived and received—is a crucial moderating factor in the development of
emotional divorce. Perceived social support acts as a buffer against emotional exhaustion and helps
partners cope with relational stress more effectively (Hua & Ma, 2022; Tang et al., 2021). However, the
absence of such support often leads individuals to internalize distress and withdraw from emotional
engagement. This dynamic has been observed particularly among individuals with limited coping
resources or who score low on self-compassion and mindfulness (Van Seggelen-Damen, 2023; Faustino
et al., 2020).

Psychological conditions such as anxiety and depression significantly contribute to emotional detachment
in relationships. Mental health issues disrupt communication, reduce motivation for emotional
investment, and increase susceptibility to negative cognitive patterns such as rumination and self-blame
(Chang et al., 2020; Ibrahim et al., 2013). Among couples, when one or both partners suffer from
psychological distress, it often manifests in withdrawal, irritability, or emotional numbness—key
characteristics of emotional divorce (Shao et al., 2020; Grasdalsmoen et al., 2020).

Schema therapy has shown promise in targeting deeply ingrained cognitive-emotional patterns that
underlie relational dysfunction. By identifying and restructuring maladaptive schemas, this approach
helps individuals alter negative interpersonal expectations and emotional responses, leading to increased
intimacy and emotional availability (Moein & Farahanifar, 2014). In the context of emotional divorce,
schema therapy may assist couples in identifying root cognitive distortions that drive disconnection and
facilitate the development of healthier emotional responses (Ghadiani & Nejadhosseini, 2010).

Adolescents and young adults exposed to high levels of rumination and poor emotion regulation may
carry these patterns into adult relationships, increasing the likelihood of emotional disengagement.
Research indicates that cognitive emotion regulation strategies established during adolescence are
predictive of future relational satisfaction and emotional stability (Hadadi & Tamnaeifar, 2013; Yadolah
Ardestani et al., 2021). Early interventions that build emotional literacy and resilience may thus serve as
preventative measures against the eventual development of emotional divorce patterns.

Overall, the complex interplay between cognitive-emotional mechanisms—including rumination,
emotional schemas, regulation strategies, and social support—suggests a multi-dimensional etiology for
emotional divorce. Interventions that address only surface-level behaviors without considering underlying
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cognitive processes are unlikely to achieve lasting outcomes. Effective identification and prioritization of
parameters related to emotional divorce should therefore integrate cognitive flexibility, self-efficacy, and
emotional schema awareness as core dimensions of relational health (Leahy, 2019; Watkins, 2024; Atalay
etal., 2022).

Research Methodology

This study employs a mixed-methods research design, incorporating both qualitative and quantitative
approaches to comprehensively identify and prioritize the underlying parameters of emotional divorce
among couples in Tehran. In the first phase, a qualitative method is applied through semi-structured
interviews with experienced psychologists, family therapists, and counselors to explore the conceptual
dimensions of emotional divorce and extract key influencing factors. Participants for this phase are
selected using purposive sampling, ensuring diversity in clinical experience and professional background.
Thematic analysis is then used to identify recurring patterns and categories related to emotional
detachment, maladaptive schemas, emotion regulation deficits, and cognitive processes such as
rumination and flexibility. The outcomes of this phase inform the development of a structured
questionnaire for the second phase, ensuring content validity based on expert insights. In the second
phase, the research adopts a descriptive-survey method utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM) to
examine the relationships among the identified variables and validate the proposed conceptual model. The
statistical population consists of married individuals residing in Tehran, with data collected from a
stratified random sample across various districts to ensure demographic representation. The finalized
questionnaire includes standardized scales and researcher-made items derived from the qualitative phase,
measuring constructs such as emotional schema, cognitive flexibility, rumination, emotional self-efficacy,
and emotional divorce indicators. Reliability is assessed through Cronbach’s alpha and composite
reliability (CR), while validity is evaluated using confirmatory factor analysis (CFA), average variance
extracted (AVE), and model fit indices such as RMSEA, CFl, and TLI. The goal of this methodology is
not only to statistically confirm the proposed relationships but also to provide practical implications for
therapists and counselors working with emotionally disconnected couples.

Finding
In this phase, 40 individual parameters (codes) are extracted from interviews, prior research, and expert
inputs regarding emotional divorce. Each code represents a distinct observable or experiential component.

Table (1) Initial codes

No. Code (Parameter) Code (Description)
1 Lack of empathy Inability to understand partner's emotions
2 Emotional neglect Ignoring emotional needs
3 Constant criticism Frequent negative evaluation
4 Withdrawal Avoiding communication or interaction
5 Stonewalling Refusing to engage in discussions
6 Lack of appreciation Not acknowledging partner's efforts
7 Hostile communication Aggressive or harsh tone in conversations
8 Blame shifting Always blaming the partner
9 Jealousy Unfounded suspicion or possessiveness
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10

Lack of intimacy

Absence of emotional or physical closeness

11

Sexual dissatisfaction

Unfulfilled sexual expectations

12

Betrayal or infidelity

Breach of emotional or physical loyalty

13

Disrespect

Degrading or offensive behavior

14

Lack of shared goals

No alignment in life plans or values

15

Parenting conflicts

Disagreement over raising children

16

Financial stress

Disputes over money management

17

External family interference

Involvement of in-laws or relatives

18

Poor problem-solving skills

Inability to resolve disagreements

19

Rumination

Repetitive negative thinking

20

Emotional dysregulation

Sudden mood swings or poor emotional control

21

Lack of emotional support

Absence of reassurance and empathy

22

Mistrust

Doubt in partner's intentions or honesty

23

Psychological abuse

Manipulative or demeaning actions

24

Low self-esteem

Lack of personal confidence in relationship

25

Routine and boredom

Relationship becoming monotonous

26

Isolation

Detachment from social support

27

Loss of shared interests

No mutual hobbies or activities

28

Unresolved past conflicts

Lingering resentments

29

Excessive control

One partner dominates the other

30

Avoidance of joint activities

Not spending time together

31

Ineffective communication

Misunderstandings and unclear expression

32

Negative body language

Facial expressions, posture, or tone

33

Lack of forgiveness

Holding onto past mistakes

34

Feeling misunderstood

Partner fails to grasp emotional state

35

One-sided efforts

Imbalance in investing in the relationship

36

Competing priorities

Work or others prioritized over partner

37

Repeated arguments

Recurring conflicts without resolution

38

Feeling unloved

Emotional distance perceived by one partner

39

Emotional exhaustion

Mental fatigue from prolonged distress

40

Dissatisfaction with partner role

Feeling unsupported in relationship roles

Phase 2: Axial Coding — 40 Parameters Grouped into 16 Themes

These codes are now integrated into 16 intermediate themes (categories):

Table (2) Secondary codes

No. Theme (Category) Constituent Codes
1 Communication breakdown 1,4,5,7,31,32
2 Emotional disengagement 2,6,10,21, 38
3 Conflict patterns 3,8,15,18,37
4 Intimacy issues 11,12, 29
5 Trust and betrayal 9,22,23
6 Value misalignment 14, 27, 36
7 Psychological distress 19, 20, 39
8 Role dissatisfaction 13, 40, 35
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9 Parenting strain 15, 17
10 Emotional expression issues 1,34,20
11 | Repetitive unresolved problems 28, 33
12 Loss of emotional safety 16, 22, 26
13 Neglect of shared life 14, 25, 30
14 Power imbalance 29,24
15 | Inadequate relationship repair 33,8,18
16 Social isolation 26, 36

Phase 3: Selective Coding — 16 Themes Merged into 4 Core Themes

Now, the 16 themes are distilled into 4 core categories (main factors) that represent the most significant
dimensions of emotional divorce:

Table (3) Final codes

No. Core Theme Included Themes
1 | Emotional and Relational Disconnection | 1, 2, 10, 13, 14, 16
2 Conflict and Communication Deficits 3,11,15,9
3 Trust and Intimacy Erosion 4,5,12
4 Psychological and Role Distress 6,7,8

Final Ranking of the 4 Main Factors

The following ranking is based on frequency of mention in interviews, literature review, and expert
feedback:

Table (4) Final index weights

o Weight
Rank Core Factor Description (%)
Emotional and Relational Detachment, lack of empathy, shared time,
1 . - . 33%
Disconnection and bonding
Conflict and Communication Repetitive unresolved conflict and poor
2 . o 28%
Deficits communication
3 Trust and Intimacy Erosion Emotional betrayfal, intimacy loss, and 2904
mistrust

4 Psychological and Role Distress Emotional exhaustlfcr)llgsnd dissatisfaction in 17%

Conclusions

The analysis of emotional divorce among couples in Tehran reveals that emotional and relational
disconnection constitutes the most critical factor contributing to marital dissatisfaction. This dimension,
encompassing lack of empathy, emotional neglect, and reduced time spent together, signifies a
fundamental erosion of the emotional bond that underpins a healthy marital relationship. Emotional
disengagement often occurs gradually, manifesting through subtle signs such as reduced eye contact,
indifference toward each other’s achievements or struggles, and a decline in shared emotional
experiences. When couples fail to nurture emotional intimacy, their relationship becomes increasingly
transactional, devoid of the emotional reciprocity that sustains long-term partnership. In a cultural context
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such as Tehran's—where familial ties and emational resilience are socially emphasized—the rupture of
emotional bonds may have a cascading effect on broader family dynamics, including parenting,
cohabitation quality, and mental health.

Equally significant is the prevalence of persistent conflict and communication breakdown, the second-
highest ranked factor in the coding hierarchy. Many couples reported patterns of chronic criticism,
unresolved disputes, and the inability to engage in constructive dialogue. These conflicts are rarely
isolated; rather, they often accumulate over time and remain unresolved due to ineffective conflict
resolution mechanisms or emotional stonewalling. Moreover, the lack of active listening and assertive
expression fosters an environment where misunderstandings flourish, leading to further emotional
distancing. From a systemic perspective, poor communication does not simply result in verbal
disagreements but triggers a decline in overall relational satisfaction, reinforcing negative interaction
cycles. In such environments, the recurrence of conflicts without reconciliation creates emotional fatigue,
pushing partners to disengage further from one another emotionally and physically.

Trust and intimacy erosion emerged as another core domain underlying emotional divorce. Trust is
foundational to emotional safety within marriage, and its breach—whether through infidelity, secrecy, or
emotional inconsistency—undermines the security required for partners to be vulnerable with each other.
Intimacy is not solely physical but includes mutual emotional investment, shared aspirations, and
affectionate communication. A loss of intimacy may manifest as disinterest in physical closeness,
emotional withdrawal, or even passive-aggressive interactions, all of which signal an existential threat to
the marital contract. In Iranian cultural settings, where social norms may sometimes discourage open
discourse about emotional needs and sexual dissatisfaction, couples may internalize issues, thereby
magnifying internal tension and suppressing necessary dialogue. The cumulative effect of these
conditions leads to an emotionally barren relationship—what scholars describe as "marriage in name
only."

Lastly, psychological distress and dissatisfaction with one's role within the relationship serve as
underlying contributors to emotional separation. Feelings of emotional exhaustion, role overload, and
underappreciation frequently contribute to reduced self-esteem and emotional disengagement, especially
among women who may bear a disproportionate share of emotional and domestic labor. Additionally,
conflicting expectations regarding gender roles, child-rearing responsibilities, and financial contributions
exacerbate tensions. When individuals perceive their roles as unrecognized or undervalued, the
relationship dynamic shifts from mutual support to silent competition or resentment. These role-related
frustrations, if unaddressed, transform into long-term disillusionment. Furthermore, this psychological
burden can spill over into professional, parental, and social spheres, amplifying stress across other life
domains. Thus, any intervention in marital emotional detachment must consider these deeper, identity-
linked stressors that go beyond surface-level communication fixes.

Practical Managerial Recommendations
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1. Pre-Marital and Post-Marital Counseling Programs: Marriage enrichment courses should be
institutionalized and tailored to address culturally sensitive issues such as emotional expression, mutual
respect, and effective communication, especially in urban Iranian contexts.

2. Integration of Emotional Intelligence Training: Couples should be provided with workshops that
teach emotional self-awareness, empathy, and active listening. These programs can be offered through
family health centers and counseling offices.

3. Conflict Mediation Services: Municipalities and family welfare centers in Tehran should offer
structured mediation programs where trained professionals help couples navigate unresolved issues before
they escalate into emotional divorce.

4. Role Clarification and Negotiation Training: Targeted coaching should be introduced to help
couples align expectations regarding parenting, household management, and economic participation,
particularly for newlyweds and parents of young children.

5. Digital Platforms for Relationship Support: Development of culturally-adapted mobile
applications and online forums where couples can anonymously access psychological tools, communicate
with counselors, and track emotional wellbeing could significantly reduce the stigma around seeking help.
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