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Abstract

Emotional expression is a crucial component of marital intimacy, significantly influencing the quality of
marital life and intimacy between couples. The present study aimed to describe common perceptions of
women with low intimacy about the quality of emotional expression of their husbands. The study was
conducted using a qualitative and phenomenological approach. The research sample included nine
married women in Tehran in 2021, who experienced low marital intimacy and were selected through
voluntary sampling. To determine the level of intimacy of women, the emotional dimension of the
Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR) was used. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews until saturation was reached. Data were analyzed based on the seven-step method
proposed by Colaizzi. The findings revealed five main themes including avoiding emotional expression,
not paying attention to the needs of the spouse, limited and inappropriate expression, reactive emotional
expression, and creating emotional barriers as a defense mechanism. The results suggested that women
with low intimacy perceive their spouses as lacking appropriate self-disclosure and emotional expression,
and they often view their husbands’ emotional expressions negatively. Consequently, they tend to avoid
emotional expression or do it inappropriately.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Research indicates that individuals in happy and stable relationships are physically and mentally healthier, tend to
live longer, and often have children who perform better in various aspects of life compared to those in unstable
and unsatisfactory relationships (Gottman & Gottman, 2017). The quality of a marital relationship can be assessed
through factors such as relationship satisfaction, trust, commitment, love, constructive interactions, and the level
of intimacy between partners (Conroy et al., 2016). Among these factors, intimacy is a crucial determinant of
relationship quality and longevity (Czyzowska et al., 2019). Numerous studies have indicated a relationship between
marital and emotional intimacy and quality of life (Royal, 2020), relationship satisfaction (Yoo et al., 2014), activity
levels and sexual desire (Van Lankveld et al., 2018), sexual satisfaction (Rubin & Campbell, 2012), and marital
satisfaction (Yoo & Joo, 2022)

Most theorists investigating couples and relationships generally agree that intimate relationships share certain
common components, such as self-disclosure, compatibility in interactions, and interest. Of these components,
self-disclosure and talking with the spouse about various issues significantly foster intimacy among couples. This
further leads to interpersonal interaction in which one partner intends to narrate and reveal a personal issue to the
other (Green et al., 2006). Emotional expressiveness, in particular, is a more critical predictor of intimacy levels
than other forms of expressiveness (Laurenceau et al., 2005). When one partner describes and explains their
experienced emotions to the other, this emotional expression can elicit either positive or negative responses
depending on the context and the individuals involved (Ruan et al., 2020).
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Research has shown that individuals who express their values to others often view this as a form of self-revelation
that enhances intimacy; however, the recipient may not perceive such expressions as clarifying or intimate (Pronin
et al., 2008). Emotional expressions are directly linked to relationship intimacy, while expressions lacking
emotional content may be perceived as a lower level of expressiveness (Mark, 2016). Previous studies on marital
relationships have found that individuals are more likely to express their emotions to spouses who care about their
comfort and happiness (Von Culin et al., 2018), respond warmly to emotional expressions, and understand them
(McCarthy et al., 2017).

Given the significance of emotional expression in fostering intimacy between couples, most existing research has
focused primarily on emotional versus non-emotional expressions and their effects on intimacy. However, the
current issues in this field are much broader. One important area that warrants further investigation is how the type
of expression of spouses varies according to the level of intimacy in the relationship, as well as how spouses
perceive these expressions. Therefore, the present study seeks to answer the following question: What are the
perceptions of women with a low level of intimacy about the emotional expression of their husbands?

Methods

This study employed a qualitative and descriptive phenomenological approach, aligning with its objective and
nature. The sample included nine married women in Tehran in 2021, who were selected through voluntary
sampling and met the criteria for entering the study. The inclusion criteria were being married for at least five
years, living with their husbands, expressing a desire and consent to participate, and scoring at least three points
below the average (18) on the Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships (PAIR) (score 15 or lower). To
select the participants, the PAIR inventory, developed by Schaefer & Olson (1981), which measures various types
of intimacy in relationships was utilized. This questionnaire consists of 36 items and evaluates intimacy across
five dimensions, using a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (always). The minimum and
maximum scores for each dimension are 6 and 30, respectively. For the current research, we focused only on the
questions related to the emotional intimacy dimension (items 1, 7, 13, 19, 25, and 36). In Schaefer and Olson's
study (1981), the reliability coefficients for the various dimensions of this questionnaire, calculated using
Cronbach's alpha, ranged from 0.70 to 0.77, with the emotional intimacy dimension reported at 0.75.

Measure

Semi-structured interviews: This method involved a pre-determined framework of questions. The main
guestions were developed by the researchers based on the relevant literature and were subsequently validated by
the experts in the field. After correcting and finalizing the questions, the researchers conducted the interviews.
Each interview began with central questions, and additional follow-up questions were posed based on
participants’ responses to clarify and deepen the understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

Research procedure

To recruit participants, an announcement inviting individuals to participate in the study was shared across various
social media platforms including groups, channels, and virtual pages. Except for one in-person interview, all other
interviews were conducted via phone or virtually. The duration of the interviews ranged from 39 to 90 minutes.
All interviews were recorded, transcribed, and subsequently analyzed by the researchers. Each interview was read
and analyzed immediately after it was conducted, utilizing Colaizzi’s seven-step method for data analysis.

Findings
The results of the present study identified five main themes:

Avoiding emotional expression

This theme was categorized into several subthemes including not expressing emotions in the relationship,
refraining from involving family in emotional issues, not sharing positive emotions with family members, a lack
of dialogue and suppression of emotions, withdrawing during negative emotional experiences, and avoiding
certain emotions altogether

Not paying attention to the needs of the spouse

Subthemes under this category included expressing oneself in a personal style while ignoring the spouse’s wishes,
disregarding significant occasions and not expressing emotions despite the spouse’s desires, and viewing the
fulfillment of duties as a demonstration of love.

Limited and inappropriate expression

This theme encompassed several subthemes including expressing emotions regarding trivial matters,
internalizing emotions and expressing them briefly, vague and indirect emotional expression, acting
inconsistently with experienced emotions, and exhibiting passive-aggressive behavior.
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Reactive emotional expression

This theme was further divided into certain subthemes including instability in emotional expression, impulsive
displays of negative emotions, a tendency to dwell on negative emotions, explosive emotional outbursts following
suppression, transferring emotions to other emotional states, invoking past problems during negative emotional
experiences, blaming the spouse for negative emotions, displaying negative emotions to family members,
overcoming the expression of negative emotions, and expressing emotions non-verbally.

Creating emotional barriers as a defense mechanism

This theme consisted of several subthemes including resisting changes to one’s expressive style, expecting the
spouse to recognize emotions despite a lack of expressiveness, concealing experienced emotions, projecting
emotions without receiving a response from the spouse, and reacting inappropriately to the spouse’s responses.

Discussion

One of the main themes identified in this study was avoiding emotional expression. This finding is consistent
with the results of previous studies on expressiveness in couple relationships (Mark, 2016; Mitchell et al.,
2008; Fatima & Ajmal, 2012; Ferreira et al., 2014). This phenomenon can be explained by noting that men
with low levels of emotional intimacy often suppress their emotions and refrain from discussing them.
Several factors may contribute to men's lack of expressiveness, one of which is attachment style. Individuals
with avoidant attachment styles tend to fear closeness to others and also prioritize independence and self-
reliance, leading them to exercise restraint in expressing their emotions.

Another theme was not paying attention to the needs of the spouse. This finding is consistent with the results
of the studies by Faraji et al. (2020) and Baghban (2020). This can be explained by the notion that expressing
love in a personal style may not please the partner, hence diminishing its positive impact on marital intimacy.
At low levels of emotional intimacy, men often perceive fulfilling their duties as an expression of love,
seemingly unaware that women, in addition to their husbands’ roles as providers, require love.

Another theme identified was limited and inappropriate emotional expression, aligning with the results of the
studies by Schnose (2005) and Pan et al. (2018). This suggests that men in marital relationships characterized
by low emotional intimacy express their emotions inappropriately. Therefore, sometimes their actions are
incompatible with their experienced emotions, which can be unpleasant for women. Moreover, men may
express negative emotions indirectly through sarcasm.

Reactive emotional expression emerged as another theme which is consistent with the results reported by
Hariri et al. (2020) and Sanagoeizadeh (2021). This indicates that couples with low emotional intimacy are
not able to regulate their emotions. Men often express their emotions reactively, without prior reflection or
evaluation, and tend to be inconsistent in their expressiveness. When upset, they frequently bring up previous
annoyances, exacerbating the existing negative emotional charge.

The final theme identified was creating emotional barriers as a defense mechanism. This finding aligns with the
results of the studies by Fatima and Ajmal (2012) and Pirsaghi et al. (2015). Accordingly, men with low
emotional intimacy often use emotional defense mechanisms against their wives’ expressiveness. Their defensive
reactions typically manifest in two areas: their own emotional expression and their spouses’ emotional responses.

One of the limitations of the current study was that data were limited to the cultural context of Tehran, which
may not capture cultural differences in this field. Future research should include male perspectives to explore
the deeper experiences of couples with low marital intimacy.

Conclusion
The present study explored the perceptions of women with low intimacy about their husbands’ emotional
expressiveness while analyzing emotional expression in couples' relationships.
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