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Abstract

Social media_ dplatforms and their intelligent algorithms have become an inseparable part of daily life,
shaping individuals' perceptions, expectations, and interactions through Personallzed content curation. Given
the sensitivity and dynamic nature of marital relationships to external influences, examining the role of these
algorithms in relationship quality is of particular importance. This study was conducted to explore couples’
lived experiences of the role of social media algorithms in the quality of marital relationships. The study
employed a qualitative approach grounded in Thematic Analysis. The sample consisted of 18 participants
(nine couples) from Qazvin Province, Iran, selected through purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria included
a minimum of five years of married life, age between 25 and 45 years, and at least eight hours of daily use of
algorithm-driven social media platforms. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and
analeed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method. The analysis yielded 96 open codes, 28
subthemes, five main themes, and one core theme. The main themes included: 1) Erosion of psychological
and emotional security in the relationship, 2) Distortion and transformation of marital standards and
expectations, 3) Structural disruption in the cour:)Ie relationship, 4) Attenuation of effective interaction, and
5) Distortion of the experience of physical and sexual intimacy under the shadow of idealized
representations. The core theme indicated that algorithms, by distorting perception and meaning, gradually
erode psychological, emotional, identity-related, and sexual bonds, while directing couples’ lifestyles toward
a comﬁ_arlson-orlented and performative pattern. The findings suggest that, within the cultural context of
Iran, this phenomenon not only directly influences marital satisfaction and couple intimacy but may also
transform expectations, roles, and communication patterns. Accordingly, promoting media literacy,
enhancing communication skills, and designing culturally informed counseling and intervention programs
may mitigate negative effects and help reconstruct couple identity.

Keywords: Social media algorithms, Marital relationship quality, Lived experience

Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, social networks have become one of the most significant platforms shaping human
perceptions, emotions, and communicative actions. What makes this space a distinct phenomenon is not
merely the vast number of users or the diversity of content, but rather the role of algorithms that, by
analyzing user behavior, invisibly yet purposefully determine what content is seen and what remains
marginalized (Eslami et al., 2015; Bucher, 2018). These algorithms, through content personalization and
attention loop reinforcement, are not just information conveyors; they act as intervening forces in shaping
users’ perceptions, emotions, and decision-making (Cotter, 2021).

One of the most sensitive areas that can be both directly and indirectly affected by these processes is the
marital relationship. The quality of marital relationships is a multidimensional concept encompassing
components such as satisfaction, intimacy, commitment, emotional support, and communication functioning,
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and is considered one of the most important predictors of psychological well-being and relationship stability
(Fincham & Rogge, 2010; Bradbury & Karney, 2019). Studies have shown that social networks can impact
the quality of marital relationships by creating social comparison, increasing jealousy, weakening intimacy,
and altering communication patterns (Elphinston & Noller, 2011; Muise et al., 2021). However, a significant
portion of this impact is not related to the networks themselves but to the algorithms that guide the direction
and content of user experiences.

While previous research has addressed the consequences of social networks on marital relationships, much of
it has been quantitative and has paid less attention to the lived experiences of couples interacting with
recommendation algorithms. Furthermore, most of these studies have been conducted in Western cultural
contexts, limiting their generalizability to the Iranian cultural setting. Consequently, there is a significant gap
in a deep and multilayered understanding of Iranian couples’ experiences regarding the influence of social
network algorithms on the quality of marital relationships. In this context, the present study, employing a
thematic analysis approach, seeks to explore the lived experiences of couples and achieve a contextualized
understanding of how algorithms affect couples' emotional bonds, identities, and communication.

Methods

The present study was conducted using a qualitative approach grounded in thematic analysis, aiming to
explore the lived experiences of couples regarding the impact of social network algorithms on the quality of
marital relationships. This approach allowed researchers to move beyond pre-defined variables and explore
the meanings, perceptions, and interpretations that couples form in their interaction with their digital
lifeworld. The study population comprised couples residing in Qazvin province, Iran, selected through
purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria included a minimum of five years of married life, age between 25 and
45 years, and at least eight hours of daily use of algorithm-based social networks. These criteria were
established to ensure couples had a stable experience of their marital relationship and consistent engagement
with social networking platforms. A total of 18 participants (nine couples) were involved in the study, and
participant selection continued until theoretical saturation was reached.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews. The interview questions focused on couples’
everyday experiences, perceived changes in their relationships, and their patterns of interaction with
algorithm-based social networks. All interviews were audio-recorded after obtaining informed consent from
participants and were fully transcribed. For data analysis, the thematic analysis method developed by Braun
and Clarke was employed. The analysis process was stabilized through the collective agreement and
participation of all three authors.

Results

The study, based on interviews with couples in Qazvin province, identified five themes and one core theme.
The core theme suggests that social media algorithms reshape couples’ perceptions, meanings, and norms,
leading to the erosion of psychological, emotional, identity-related, and sexual bonds. This, in turn, pushes
couples towards a lifestyle focused on comparison and performance. These findings are presented in Table 1.

Table 1.
Research Findings
Core Theme Main Themes Selected Sub-Themes
Erosion of psychological and ;eli'aeteil(;p]gﬁiof inadequacy when compared to idealized

emotional security in the

S
relationship - Increasedppessmlsm and emotional anxiety

- Weakening of emotional security

] ) ] - Formation of unrealistic expectations about the
Distortion and transformation  relationship

of marital standards and - Constant comparison of married life with online portrayals
The gradual erosion of couples’ expectations - Dissatisfaction arising from the gap between reality and
psychological, emotional, identity- presentation
related, and sexual bonds through . . . .
the algorithmic _reconstruction of Structural disruption in the - Blurring of private-public boundaries

- Weakening of shared spousal identity

relational meaning. and norms Kenl |
- Ambiguity in marital roles

leading to a spousal lifestyle oriented
towards  comparison-based  and

couple relationship

performative patterns. ] ] - Reduction in the depth of emotional conversations
Attenuation of effective - Substitution of face-to-face interaction with online
interaction interaction

- Dependence on digital feedback

Distortion of the experience of

physical and sexual intimacy

under the shadow of idealized
representations

- Pressure to conform to idealized bodies
- Decreased satisfaction with ph¥5|cal intimacy o
- Destructive comparisons In the realm of Sexual intimacy

Constant exposure to idealized content and social comparisons on social media leads to the erosion of
psychological and emotional security in marital relationships. This gradually reduces the sense of peace and,
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by distorting standards and expectations, forms expectations that are disproportionate to reality, thereby
reinforcing feelings of failure. Moreover, the prominent presence of social media blurs the boundaries of
private life and leads to disruption in couple roles and identity. Algorithms, by changing communication
styles, reduce the quality of face-to-face interactions and also affect physical and sexual intimacy. Overall,
these algorithms, by reconstructing relational meanings, expectations, and boundaries, transform the identity
and emotions of marital relationships.

Discussion

This aualitative studv emploved thematic analvsis to explore Iranian couples’ lived experiences regarding the role
of social media alaorithms in marital relationship aualitv. Semi-structured interviews with eiahteen participants
(nine couples) from Oazvin Province vielded ninetv-six open codes. twentv-eiaht sub-themes. five main themes.
and a core theme of "The Creepina Erosion of Marital Bonds Under the Invisible Swav of Social Media
Aloorithms." This core theme underscores a aradual. unconscious. and cumulative process where marital
relationships are internallv transformed throuah continuous dailv exposure to alaorithmicallv curated content. The
findings alien with aleorithmic gatekeening perspectives (Esidir et al.. 2025; Van Dalen. 2023) but extend this
concent from the individual to the dvadic level of the marital unit. The five main themes represent interconnected
pathwavs of this erosion: (1) erosion of psvcholoaical and emotional security within the relationship (Cepukiené
& Neophvtou, 2024; Daaan et al.. 2024; Hu. 2023). characterized by an "absence in presence” that undermines
attachment safetv: (2) distortion of marital standards throuah upward social comparison (Festinoer. 1954:
Castellanos Silva & Steins. 2023: Flores-Mata & Castellano-Teiedor. 2024): (3) dvadic structural confusion.
involvina blurred public-private boundaries and polarized aender roles (Cotter. 2021); (4) the attenuation of
effective communication and direct dialoaue (Ooan et al.. 2024); and (5) the distortion of phyvsical intimacv
throuah exposure to idealized. filtered representations (Dena et al.. 2024). Notablv. the culturallv arounded nature
of these experiences suggests that these algorithmic effects mav be intensified within Iran’s traditional. collectivist
familv structure. The methodoloav. combinina screenina tools (SMD. ENRICH) with interviews. is a strenath. vet
the cross-sectional desian and sample restricted to Oazvin Province limit aeneralizabilitv. Future research should
emplov lonaitudinal desians and include diverse user profiles. Clinicallv. these findinas hiahliaht the necessitv of
assessina alaorithmic consumption patterns in couple therapy and developing media literacy interventions to
mitigate these erosive relational effects.

Conclusion

This studvy explored Iranian couples' lived experiences of social media alaorithms in marital aualitv.
revealina a creepina. multi-lavered erosion of psvcholoaical security. expectations. roles. interaction. and
intimacv. The core theme shows alaorithms as invisible intermediaries that araduallv redefine couples'
understandina of a "aood relationshin™ without their awareness. Marital aualitv is no lonaer solelv a product
of dvadic interaction but is shaped by alaorithmic influence. Intearatina alaorithmic aatekeepnina with classic
relational theories appears essential. Culturally, Iranian couples' experiences are distinct, shaped by
traditional, collectivist values intersecting with foreign algorithmic narratives.
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