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Abstract

This study aimed to model couples’ communication patterns using network analysis and examine their predictive role in
emotional divorce among couples in Tehran This quantitative correlational study was conducted on 380 married couples
selected through multistage cluster sampling from Tehran. Data were collected using standardized questionnaires assessing
couples’ communication patterns, emotional intimacy, emotional support, and emotional divorce. Network analysis and
network-based regression models were applied to estimate centrality indices and model fit. Results indicated that the
communication network significantly predicted emotional divorce. Emotional intimacy, emotional support, and constructive
dialogue showed significant negative effects on emotional divorce, whereas emotional distance, demand—-withdraw pattern,
hostile communication, and communication avoidance exhibited significant positive effects. The network model explained
over 60% of the variance in emotional divorce, demonstrating strong predictive accuracy and model fit. Network analysis
provides a robust framework for capturing the complex dynamics of couples’ relationships and offers substantial potential
for early detection and prevention of emotional divorce.

Keywords: Emotional divorce, communication patterns, network analysis, couple relationships, emotional intimacy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction
Emotional divorce has increasingly been recognized as one of the most pervasive yet concealed threats to marital
stability in contemporary societies. Unlike legal divorce, emotional divorce occurs when partners remain formally
married but experience profound emotional disengagement, relational alienation, and psychological withdrawal.
This condition is often associated with chronic dissatisfaction, diminished intimacy, and progressive erosion of
relational bonds. Prior research demonstrates that emotional divorce is not an isolated outcome but the product of
dynamic, multi-layered interactions between emotional, communicative, and interpersonal processes operating
within the marital system. Studies have shown that relational distress, emotional invalidation, attachment insecurity,
emotion dysregulation, and maladaptive communication patterns substantially elevate the risk of emotional
disconnection between spouses (Al-Dmour & Arabiyat, 2024; Brandao, 2024; Khorami et al., 2021).
Contemporary relationship science emphasizes that marital functioning cannot be adequately understood through

linear cause—effect models, as spousal interactions form complex, reciprocal systems of emotional co-regulation
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and mutual influence (Hilpert et al., 2020; Sels et al., 2020). Longitudinal evidence further indicates that specific
emotional and communicative patterns predict relational dissolution with remarkable precision, particularly when
analyzed as interdependent dynamic systems (Hilpert et al., 2023; Weber et al., 2020). Empirical findings reveal
that declining emotional intimacy, increased hostility, demand-withdraw cycles, and avoidance strategies
progressively restructure the relational system toward emotional divorce (Horvat & Sipek, 2023; Lee et al.,
2020). Cultural and contextual factors additionally shape these patterns, as emotional expression and suppression
differ substantially across societies and significantly affect relational trajectories (Boiger et al., 2022; Schouten
et al., 2020). Emerging evidence also highlights the disruptive impact of technological and social changes on
marital interaction, including the influence of digital behaviors on emotional closeness and satisfaction (Deng et
al., 2024). While previous studies have examined individual predictors of emotional divorce, few have captured
the underlying structural architecture through which these factors interact. Recent advances in network science
provide powerful methodological tools for modeling such complex relational systems, allowing identification of
central, bridging, and peripheral components within interpersonal networks (Bachmann et al., 2020; Li et al.,
2023). Applying network analysis to marital relationships enables a shift from isolated predictors toward systemic
understanding of how communication and emotional processes collectively organize marital stability or
deterioration (Manvelian et al., 2021; Relvas et al., 2023). Consequently, this study integrates contemporary
relationship theory with network methodology to construct a comprehensive model of couples’ communication
patterns and their role in predicting emotional divorce.

Methods and Materials

This quantitative correlational study was conducted among married couples residing in Tehran. The sample
consisted of 380 couples selected through multistage cluster sampling across different urban districts to ensure
socio-economic diversity. Inclusion criteria required a minimum of three years of marriage, residence in Tehran,
and voluntary participation. Data were collected using standardized instruments measuring couples’ communication
patterns, emotional intimacy, emotional support, emotional distance, and emotional divorce. Participants completed
the questionnaires individually in controlled settings after providing informed consent. Data screening procedures
addressed missing values, normality, and outliers. Network estimation was performed using partial correlation
matrices, with nodes representing relational constructs and edges representing conditional dependencies. Centrality
indices including strength, betweenness, and closeness were computed. Network-based regression modeling was
employed to evaluate predictive effects on emotional divorce. Model stability and accuracy were assessed through
bootstrap procedures and goodness-of-fit indices.

Findings

Results revealed a highly organized communication network predicting emotional divorce. Emotional intimacy
emerged as the most central protective node, exhibiting the highest strength and closeness values, followed by
emotional support and constructive dialogue. In contrast, emotional distance, demand-withdraw pattern, hostile
communication, and communication avoidance occupied dominant risk positions within the network. Network

regression analyses demonstrated that emotional intimacy, emotional support, and constructive dialogue exerted
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significant negative effects on emotional divorce, whereas emotional distance, demand-withdraw, hostile
communication, and avoidance showed significant positive effects. The final network model accounted for
approximately 61% of the variance in emotional divorce. Model fit indices indicated excellent structural adequacy
and robustness, and bootstrap analysis confirmed high network stability and precision of estimated edges. These
results demonstrate that emotional divorce is not driven by single variables but by the structural configuration of
the communication system as a whole.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings illustrate that emotional divorce emerges from the coordinated operation of multiple
interdependent relational processes. The dominance of emotional intimacy and emotional support as central
stabilizing forces highlights the critical role of affective bonding in maintaining marital cohesion. Conversely, the
strong predictive impact of emotional distance and maladaptive interaction patterns underscores the systemic nature
of marital deterioration. The network perspective reveals that altering key central nodes may initiate widespread
improvements across the entire relational system, offering valuable implications for preventive and therapeutic
interventions. By identifying leverage points within couples’ communication networks, clinicians may design more
precise, effective interventions that target structural vulnerabilities rather than isolated symptoms. In conclusion,
network analysis offers a powerful framework for understanding the complex architecture of marital relationships
and provides a scientifically grounded pathway for early identification and prevention of emotional divorce.
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