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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to qualitatively model the relationship between marital perfectionism,
spousal criticism, and chronic conflict, with emphasis on the mediating role of emotional insecurity
among married individuals living in Tehran.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis. Participants
included 24 married individuals from Tehran who were selected through purposive sampling based on
lived experiences of chronic marital conflict, perceived spousal criticism, and emotional insecurity
within the relationship. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and sampling continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and
analyzed using NVivo software. The analytic process included familiarization with the data, initial
coding, clustering codes into subthemes, reviewing themes, defining major categories, and constructing
the final conceptual model.

Findings: Data analysis led to the identification of five main categories: “unattainable marital

29 <, 2

standards,” “spousal criticism as a representation of relational failure,” “emotional insecurity and

2 <.

sensitivity to rejection,” “the cycle of chronic conflict and mutual defensiveness,” and “erosion of
intimacy and negative reconstruction of the relationship narrative.” The findings indicated that marital
perfectionism contributes to chronic conflict when rigid relational standards are expressed through
criticism, comparison, blame, and continuous correction of the spouse. Emotional insecurity played a
central mediating role, as repeated criticism activated feelings of inadequacy, fear of rejection,
hypervigilance, and defensive responses. Consequently, ordinary disagreements gradually transformed
into stable and recurring conflict patterns.

Conclusion: The results suggest that chronic conflict among couples with marital perfectionism is not
merely the result of behavioral disagreement, but reflects a process in which inflexible standards,
recurring criticism, emotional insecurity, and negative relational meaning-making reinforce each other.
Couple-based interventions should therefore focus on reducing perfectionistic expectations, modifying
critical interaction patterns, strengthening emotional safety, developing non-blaming communication,
and reconstructing the couple’s shared relationship narrative.

Keywords: marital perfectionism; spousal criticism; chronic conflict; emotional insecurity; couple
therapy, thematic analysis
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