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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to explain married individuals’ lived experiences of how spousal control
activates attachment insecurity and contributes to relational burnout through the mediating experience
of psychological suffocation.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis. Participants were
24 married individuals living in Tehran who reported experiences of controlling marital interactions,
restricted personal autonomy, and declining relational quality. Purposeful sampling was applied with
attention to diversity in gender, age, length of marriage, and employment status. Data collection
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The only data collection method was in-depth semi-
structured interviews. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 75 minutes. After obtaining informed
consent, interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using NVivo software.
Data analysis involved initial coding, clustering codes, developing subthemes, reviewing theme
boundaries, and generating final themes. Credibility and trustworthiness were enhanced through
participant checking, peer review, analytic memo writing, and maintaining an audit trail.

Findings: The analysis yielded four main themes: “spousal control as erosion of personal boundaries,”

99 <

“activation of attachment insecurity cycles,” “psychological suffocation as the core experience of a
restrictive relationship,” and “relational burnout and emotional withdrawal.” Participants did not define
control merely as explicit prohibition or direct domination; rather, they described it as a pattern of
monitoring, phone checking, restricting social ties, emotional interrogation, unilateral decision-making,
and guilt induction. For individuals with attachment anxiety, control intensified fear of abandonment
and dependency; for those with attachment avoidance, it produced emotional distancing, silence, and
disengagement. Psychological suffocation emerged as the central mediating process linking controlling
behaviors to relational burnout. Participants first experienced loss of psychological freedom, then self-
censorship, emotional fatigue, and finally emotional numbness or relational disillusionment.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that spousal control contributes to relational burnout when it
chronically undermines autonomy, emotional safety, and psychological boundaries. Psychological
suffocation may function as a mediating mechanism through which controlling behaviors intensify
attachment insecurity and deplete the emotional energy of the relationship. The results highlight the
need for couple-based interventions focused on boundary reconstruction, reduction of controlling
patterns, attachment security, and autonomy-supportive communication.

Keywords: spousal control; attachment insecurity; psychological suffocation; relational burnout;
marital relationships, qualitative research.
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