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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to explore women’s lived experiences of emotional silence in
marriage and to explain how unmet emotional needs, fear of rejection, and spousal identity
burnout contribute to the formation and persistence of this experience.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study was conducted using an interpretive
phenomenological approach. Participants were 18 married women living in Tehran, Iran,
selected through purposive sampling. Inclusion criteria included at least three years of marital
life, self-reported experience of persistent emotional distance or silence in marriage, and
willingness to participate in an in-depth interview. Data were collected exclusively through
individual semi-structured interviews and continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Interviews lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and
analyzed using thematic analysis with the assistance of NVivo software. Credibility and
trustworthiness were enhanced through member checking, peer review, reflexive memo
writing, prolonged engagement with the data, and maintaining an audit trail.

Findings: The analysis yielded five main categories: “unmet emotional needs and the

EEINT3 99 G

experience of being unseen,” “silence as a psychological shield against rejection,” “spousal
identity burnout and loss of self,” “cultural normalization of endurance and quietness,” and
“psychological-relational consequences of emotional silence.” Participants described
emotional silence not merely as the absence of communication but as a gradual withdrawal
from expressing needs, pain, anger, and even hope for change. In their narratives, silence
initially functioned as a strategy to prevent conflict, but over time it became a sign of distance,
powerlessness, identity fatigue, and loneliness within marriage.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that emotional silence in marriage is a multilayered
phenomenon rooted in frustrated attachment needs, rejection sensitivity, exhaustion in the
spousal role, and cultural expectations around female endurance. Couple therapy
interventions should move beyond communication-skills training and focus on identifying
unmet needs, building emotional safety, reducing rejection fears, and reconstructing women’s
individual and spousal identities.

Keywords: Emotional silence; married women; unmet needs; fear of rejection; spousal
identity burnout, qualitative research; Tehran.
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