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Abstract

Child sexual abuse can affect many areas of the life of adults with this
experience, such as their marital relationship. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the lived experience of the consequences of childhood
sexual abuse on the quality of marital relationship in men and women using a
qualitative phenomenological approach. In the present study, 16 participants
(11 females and 5 males) were selected by purposive sampling. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews and this process continued until
data saturation. Data analysis was performed using Colaizzi’s method. The
results of data analysis revealed four main categories including consequences
in emotional relationship, dysfunctional coping behaviors, consequences in
sexual relationship, and psychological consequences. This study elaborated
the experience of child sexual abuse in the context of marital life as well as
its consequences for marital life. The results showed this phenomenon
affected the emotional and sexual relationship of the participants and also led
to psychological problems and dysfunctional coping behaviors among them.
Based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that the experience of
sexual abuse in childhood can have long-term effects on the lives of the
affected people and influence their quality of marital life.
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Introduction

Having a successful marital relationship not only satisfies both partners but
also increases the likelihood of growing mentally healthier children and leads
to many positive outcomes for family members, such as mental health,
physical health, and growth (Nurhayati et al., 2019). Research indicated that
the quality of marital relationship has become an important research topic
(Bodenmann et al., 2006; Fincham & Beach, 2006) and is a key component in
marital satisfaction (Falconier et al., 2015). Therefore, there is an ongoing
need for research in this area (Davila et al., 2003). Marital quality is defined
by a general assessment of marriage (Fincham & Bradbury, 1987) based on
the spouses’ subjective sense of marital satisfaction, happiness, and marital
stability (Bradbury et al., 2000) and includes the positive and negative aspects
of marriage (Slatcher, 2010). Marital quality is a multidimensional concept
encompassing various dimensions of marital relationship such as adjustment,
satisfaction, happiness, cohesion, and commitment (Troxel et al., 2007).

The results of previous studies have shown that sexual abuse has a
negative and significant relationship with the quality of marital relationship
(Fitzgerald & Berthiaume, 2021; Fitzgerald & Gallus, 2020) and is
associated with poor marital quality (DiLillo et al., 2009; Whisman, 2014).
Traumatic events in childhood and adolescence can affect a person’s health
throughout his/her life and lead to psychological and physical problems for a
long time (Gbémez et al., 2014). One of the most traumatic events of
childhood and adolescence is sexual abuse. Childhood sexual abuse is
defined as sexual intercourse or sexual behavior between a child (up to
twelve years old) and an adult (Ben et al., 2010). Research shows that the
prevalence of sexual abuse of children and adolescents is high in all
countries (Choudhry et al., 2018; Sanfilippo, 2016). In Iran, the Social Injury
Prevention office of the Welfare Organization has reported the rate of child
sexual abuse as 8 to 15% (Amini et al., 2017). It seems that the rate of
childhood sexual abuse in Iran is higher, which is hidden either due to
cultural issues such as fear of reputation loss or the inability to identify abuse
(Khanjari et al., 2021).

Researchers have distinguished between the initial effects and the long-term
effects of sexual abuse; the primary or short-term effects become apparent in the
first two years (Firuzi et al., 2016). The long-term effects of childhood sexual
abuse experience more likely result in problems with emotional relationships in
adulthood and difficulty establishing lasting and intimate emotional
relationships (Nguyen et al., 2017; Walker et al., 2009). This experience can also
reduce marital satisfaction (DiLillo et al., 2007; Whisman, 2006) and marital
adjustment (Pulverman et al., 2018). Pulverman et al. (2018) found that women
with a history of childhood sexual abuse had fewer positive feelings about sex
than women without the experience and reported higher rates of sexual
dysfunction. Therefore, it seems that sexual abuse can limit a person’s capacity
to establish healthy bonds in a marital relationship.
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Despite the importance of sexual abuse in childhood and its short-term
and long-term effects, it has received less attention in the research of
domestic experts, while there are cultural considerations in the phenomenon
of sexual abuse. Qualitative research is more appropriate to consider these
cultural issues because it takes into account a phenomenon in the context in
which it occurs (Crosswel, 2018). Limited studies have been conducted in
Iran on this phenomenon (Afshar et al., 2021; Gerami et al., 2014; Ghafari et
al., 2013), which do not meet the needs of specialists for indigenous
knowledge. Therefore, considering the importance of child sexual abuse and
its long-term effects, lack of studies on the lived experience of married
people with sexual abuse experience in childhood, and also the need to pay
attention to cultural considerations, the present study seeks to answer the
following questions: What is the lived experience of married men and
women of sexual abuse in childhood? How do they describe and understand
this experience in their marital relationship? How do they see its
consequences on the quality of their marital relationship?

Methods

This study was a qualitative one based on its objectives and nature. The
purpose of the study was to investigate the lived experience of women and
men with a history of childhood sexual abuse. To this end, a
phenomenological approach was used based on Colaizzi’s method. The
target population included all married men and women with a history of
childhood sexual abuse. The participants were selected using purposive
sampling. The main criterion for participation in the study was the
experience of sexual abuse in childhood (5 to 13 years). For this purpose, the
participants were recruited through advertisements in several counseling
centers in Esfahan and Tehran and on various social media networks. The
sample size was determined based on data saturation. After 16 in-depth
interviews with the participants (11 females and 5 males), almost no new
data was obtained. To ensure data saturation, several additional interviews
were conducted and at this point, the data collection process completed.

Instruments

The data in this study were collected using semi-structured interviews.
The participants were asked to answer the following questions: “Could you
please talk about your relationship with your spouse in marital life and also
share your experience of being sexually abused in your childhood?”, “How
was it for you and how do you describe it? “What impact do you think this
experience has on your married life?”

Procedures

First, all participants were informed about the purpose and procedures of the
study, and then, an informed consent was obtained from all participants. In this
study, the interviews were conducted online with the participants’ agreement
from October 2021 to February 2022. Each interview lasted between 60 and 100
minutes and the interviews were recorded with the full consent of the
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participants. After each interview, their content was immediately read several
times to fully understand the participants’ statements. Documentation
(speech to text conversion) was conducted and the recorded sounds were finally
transcribed and accurately typed in Microsoft Office Word. After
documentation, data were encoded. The information from the interviews helped
to advance the work and opened up new avenues for future interviews. To
establish an intimate relationship and gain the trust of participants, the
interviews started with general and daily conversations. As it is necessary to go
deeper into the interview and learn more about the interviewee and his or her
emotional conflict, the researcher tried to empathetically react to the smallest
emotional gestures of the interviewee during the interview so that he or she can
be as emotional as possible. During the interview, the researcher tried to
encourage the interviewee to think more deeply by using exploratory questions
and to understand the meaning of the references.

Results

After analyzing and coding the data obtained from the interviews, 4 main
categories (consequences in emotional relationship, dysfunctional coping
behaviors, consequences in sexual relationship, psychological consequences)
and 16 subcategories were identified. The category of consequences in
emotional relationship included inability to express emotional feelings,
inability to expose the inner world, extreme fear of abandonment,
pessimism, and mistrust. Subcategories of dysfunctional coping behaviors
were avoidance coping strategies, self-blame, and self-isolation. The
category of consequences in sexual relationship included unusual sexual
desires, unusual sexual fantasies, problems in different stages of sexual
intercourse, and sexual fears and anxieties. The subcategories of
psychological consequences included self-worthlessness, pervasive feelings
of helplessness, feelings of anger, fear and anxiety, and conflict).

Discussion

This study aimed to investigate the lived experience of married men and
women of sexual abuse in childhood and its effects on the quality of marital
relationship.

In the current study, one of the important themes mentioned by the
participants was the consequences of child sexual abuse on couples’
emotional relationships. This means that men and women who have been
sexually abused in their childhood face challenges in their emotional and
intimate relationships. These challenges include extreme fear of
abandonment, fear, inability to be intimate and loving, and distrust of one’s
partner. This finding is consistent with previous studies examining the
relationship between childhood sexual abuse and the quality of adult
romantic relationships (Barker et al., 2022; DiLillo et al., 2007; Walker et
al., 2009). This finding suggested that experiences of sexual abuse in
childhood have lasting and widespread effects on the formation of intimacy
and daily love (Nguyen et al., 2017), communication challenges (Wells,
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2016), disturbance in marital relationships, problems in intimacy, and low
capacity in forming and maintaining emotional relationships (Whisman,
2016). Each of these factors alone and in interaction with other factors has a
negative effect on the quality of marital relationship and stability, hence
reducing satisfaction.

Another theme explored in this study was dysfunctional or inefficient
coping behaviors in participants’ experiences, which were mainly in the
form of avoidance coping strategies, self-blame, and self-isolation. This
finding is consistent with the results of the study by Leitenberg et al. (2014)
showing that emotion-based strategies in people with experiences of sexual
abuse in childhood are the predominant methods of coping with traumatic
stress. In fact, childhood sexual abuse increases the feeling of helplessness
and inactivity. As a result, experiencing childhood sexual harassment may
increase the use of specific coping strategies in more general areas of
functioning as well as in specific stressful situations (Walsh et al., 2010).

Another theme identified in this study was the psychological
consequences of childhood sexual abuse on participants. This finding is
consistent with the results of the studies by Trickett et al. (2011) and Nguyen
et al. (2017) indicating that women who were sexually abused in their
childhood compared to women who did not have such an experience were
more prone to depression, anxiety, breakdown disorders, symptoms of post-
traumatic stress disorder, behavioral problems, and drug abuse. Accordingly,
one of the most important psychological consequences of child sexual abuse
is the effect of this experience on individuals’ identity, self-esteem, self-
concept, agency, and sense of helplessness. As a result, sexual abuse in
childhood alters the natural developmental pathways necessary for healthy
socioemotional functioning (Clayton et al., 2018), and increases the
likelihood of socio-relational problems, cognitive dysfunction, depression,
anxiety, internalizing and externalizing problems, abnormal sexual
behaviors, and post-traumatic symptoms (Lacono, et al., 2021).

Another theme explored in this study was the consequences of childhood
sexual abuse in the participants’ sexuality. The experience of sexual abuse in
childhood affects many aspects of healthy adult sex. This finding is
consistent with previous studies examining sexual problems in survivors of
sexual abuse (De Montigny Gauthier et al., 2019; Pulverman et al., 2018).
According to the Traumatogenic Dynamics model, a traumatic sexualization
(Matorin & Lynn, 1998) causes incorrect sexual behaviors as negative sexual
patterns are rewarded.

Conclusion

Research has shown marital quality has a great impact on various aspects
of individual, family, occupational, and social life (Bradbury et al., 2000;
Nurhayati et al., 2019). Despite extensive research in this field, identifying
the factors affecting the quality of marital life is still a field of interest to
researchers. Therefore, in the present study, an in-depth and accurate
analysis was conducted to identify the effects of childhood sexual abuse on
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the quality of marital life of affected men and women. The findings of the
study indicated that the four main themes of consequences in emotional
relationship, consequences in  sexual relationship, psychological
consequences, and dysfunctional coping behaviors are the most important
effects of childhood sexual abuse. Most of the participants in this study
compared themselves to others in an extreme way, and because of this
experience, they identified themselves as bad, infected, imperfect, and
disabled people or as someone who could only be a sexual target for the
abuse of others. All participants had difficulty trusting, and this lack of trust
was effective in forming and maintaining a healthy emotional relationship
with their spouses. People who have experienced sexual abuse carry this
experience with them as a painful secret and silent suffering. They do not
talk about it because they are afraid of being judged, they are worried about
its disclosure to their spouse and others, and they bear the burden alone.
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