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Abstract

Abortion is not only a medical but also a psychological event. The issue of abortion remains silent
in most communities and is considered a taboo. Using a qualitative-phenomenological research
design, this study aimed to investigate the lived experiences of married men whose wives had
unintentional abortions and who lived in Khorramabad, Lorestan Province in 2023. The
participants were selected using purposive non-random sampling. The sampling process continued
until data saturation was achieved after interviews with 10 married men. The collected data were
analyzed using Giorgi's descriptive-phenomenological method. An analysis of the participants’
lived experiences of unintentional abortion revealed 10 themes including feelings of sadness and
low mood, blame and guilt, attachment and loss, the supportive role of men, religious beliefs,
destruction of dreams, marital conflicts, the use of counseling services, social support, and self-
care strategies. Overall, the data in this study confirmed the profound impact of unintentional
abortion on the marital life of couples, and adaptation to this experience through family support,
religious beliefs, etc. can help affected people to accept this issue and pass through this period
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Abortion or miscarriage is defined as the loss of a pregnancy before the infant reaches the twenty-fourth
week of pregnancy (Quenby et al., 2021). Abortion usually occurs before the 20" week of pregnancy,
which is one of the most common forms of pregnancy loss (Dugas & Slane, 2021). Hearing the term
unintentional abortion is very difficult for those who have had this experience because they did not intend
to lose their child (Anderson, 2023). Historically, the issue of abortion has been kept silent and secret in
communities. Abortion is often considered a taboo subject, and people may avoid interacting with those
who have experienced an abortion in order not to bring themselves “bad luck” (Freidenfelds, 2020). Markin
(2017) suggested that the public currently see abortion as a medical and not psychological event. However,
pregnancy loss is a complex loss: the physical loss, and at the same time the psychological absence of the
infant (Boss, 2004). There are several layers of loss in this context: pregnancy identity, hope and desire to
have a baby, and expectations and plans for parenthood (Boss et al., 2021; Brier, 2008; Schultz, & Harris,
2011). Those who experience an unintended abortion are vulnerable to reactions of unresolved grief with
those around them after this loss, denial, and rationalization using statements such as “it was God's will”,
“you didn't know this child”, and “it would finally happen” (Stack, 1984). Little information is available
about men's grief after the loss of a spouse's pregnancy, as most existing literature and grief guidelines
focus on women (Obst et al., 2020).

Qualitative studies have shown men believe that their role in abortion is to support their partner, which
often means suppressing their emotions through the use of avoidant coping strategies compared to
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women (e.g., Beutel et al., 1996; Jones et al., 2019; Meaney et al., 2017; Murphy, 1998). Some studies
have presented women's narratives as evidence for this issue (Meaney et al., 2017). The literature
shows that men do not receive the same treatment and support as women in the hospital, and men are
expected to abandon their own needs and feelings after an abortion to care for their wives. This in turn
makes men left without support and coping mechanisms. Men feel that it is futile for them to express
their grief and that their future as fathers is at stake (Anderson, 2023).

Abortion is often considered a medical issue related to women. When having an abortion, healthcare
professionals, family, friends, and other members of the community focus all their attention on
women, and men feel left out, isolated, and unsupported. However, considering that men are a party
involved in this crisis and the role they have in having and raising children in the family, neglecting
their mental and psychological conditions can cause hidden damage to the marital relationship in the
family, disrupt the communication between all family members as a system, adversely affect job
performance in the workplace, and reduce job efficiency. To this end, this qualitative study aimed to
explore men’s experiences after an unintended abortion, how they cope with the abortion, and what
measures to be taken to help them adapt to this situation. This study also aimed to depict married
men's experiences of their wife's unintended abortions.

Methods

Population and sampling

The present study adopted a qualitative-descriptive phenomenological research design.
Phenomenology studies people's lived experiences of phenomena. Indeed, this study sought to
investigate how men perceive abortion, what feelings and states they undergo, and how they
describe and interpret them. The target population in this study consisted of all married men
who lived in Khorramabad, Lorestan Province in 2023 and had experienced an unintentional
and unwanted abortion during their married life. The participants were selected through
purposive sampling. To identify men who experienced abortion, the researchers visited the
obstetrics and gynecology offices and talked to gynecologists about the study and its goals.
The gynecologists introduced the women who had experienced unintentional abortion after
obtaining their consent. After conducting preliminary interviews with women and their
husbands, introducing the research objectives, obtaining informed consent, and providing the
instructions about the ethical protocols to the couples, the researchers conducted in in-depth
interviews with the husbands. The sample size was determined based on the data saturation
point, where no new information was obtained with additional interviews.

Results

The data collected through the interviews were analyzed using Giorgi's descriptive-phenomenological
method. Data analysis revealed 10 themes including feelings of sadness and low mood, blame and
guilt, attachment and loss, the supportive role of men, religious beliefs, destruction of dreams, marital
conflicts, the use of counseling services, social support, and self-care strategies.

Discussion

The participants in this study reported that they felt sad and had a low mood when they learned about
their wives’ abortions. The feeling of discomfort resulting from the loss of a child was often expressed
in different ways by the participants, as pointed out in the interviews. The participants whose wives
had experienced abortion reported feelings of sadness, grief, anger, and confusion (Obst et al., 2020;
Anderson, 2023). The findings of the present study also indicated that just as the pregnant mother may
feel attachment to the unborn baby, the father may also have the same feeling. Several studies have
shown that attachment to the fetus/infant causes a more severe grief experience in men (Obst, & Due,
2019; Tennenbaum, 2008; Colon, 2008). In addition, the participants highlighted women's
expectations of the supporting role of men. Men are seen as emotional “rocks” who are supposed to
hold the family together, which can lead to the perception that they should suppress their emotional
reactions (Anderson, 2023). The participants also pointed to the public belief that abortion is a divine
providence. Since the death of a fetus can challenge a person's understanding of God's justice and love
for His creatures, it seems that religious beliefs have a significant effect in reducing people's tendency
to grief (Allahdadian, & Irajpour, 2015). The participants also reported that their wife’s abortion
induced a feeling of the loss of their dreams and their wish to become a father. Abortion for them was
the end of their dream and hope of becoming a father. Another study reported the same feeling in men
and women (Morolong, 2013). The experience of abortion in the current marital relationship will be
associated with an increased risk of marital conflicts. However, Hajek (2021) showed that the negative
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effect of abortion on relationship satisfaction is temporary. In the year when abortion occurs,
relationship satisfaction decreases slightly. In the following years, there is no longer a significant
difference in relationship satisfaction with the years before the abortion (Hajek, 2021). Moreover,
Griebel et al. (2005) reported that women are at significant risk of depression and anxiety up to one
year after an abortion, and they should receive counseling to address guilt, the grieving process, and
coping with friends and family.

Rodrigues-Martins et al. (2020) stated that timely and client-centered counseling has a significant impact on
abortion management. Receiving emotional and behavioral support from the family members and community
played a prominent role in the experiences of the participants. Previous studies have shown that talking with
supportive, non-judgmental people may allow people who have had an abortion to have an honest and
realistic view of their experiences and their current lives. Such reflections may help them feel accepted and
relaxed (Katz, 2019). The positive role of social and emotional support in improving the psychological state
of women after abortion was confirmed in previous studies (Baird et al., 2018; Meaney et al., 2017).

Finally, the present study showed that self-care strategies were used by the participants to cope with
their wives’ abortions. Research has shown that self-care training has a positive role in reducing
anxiety and depression in women after unintentional abortion (Boryri et al., 2020). Another study
examined the women who experienced an unintentional abortion, and the findings indicated that the
use of problem-oriented strategies could not only reduce the use of emotion-oriented strategies in
women, but it would also improve their mental health. Wenzel (2014) introduced exercising,
maintaining health, and healthy nutrition as ways to improve the conditions of couples after
experiencing abortion.

Conclusion

This study has provided a comprehensive understanding of the experience of unintentional abortion
from the perspective of men. The findings may serve as a significant reference point for future
researchers interested in this area. Given the limited existing research on this topic, this study
highlights that, contrary to societal norms that often perceive women as the sole sensitive and
vulnerable party in such crises, men are also profoundly impacted. Consequently, it is essential to
recognize that men require both social support and self-care strategies to navigate this challenging
experience healthily and to prepare for potential future parenthood.
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