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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the dynamics of power, psychological control, and the mechanisms through which emotional
dependence is reproduced in marital relationships in Tehran. This qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis.
The participants included 20 married individuals who had experienced emotional dependence in their marital relationships
and were selected through purposive sampling from family counseling and psychological centers in Tehran. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, and sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
Inclusion criteria consisted of being legally married, having at least two years of marital life, reporting clear experiences of
emotional dependence, willingness to participate, and the ability to articulate lived experiences. Exclusion criteria included
active severe physical violence, acute psychiatric conditions, and unwillingness to consent to audio recording. After verbatim
transcription, the interviews were analyzed using NVivo software through coding, theme development, theme review, and
thematic interpretation. Data analysis led to the extraction of five main categories: “emotional dependence as a context for

9

control,” “ambiguity of personal and marital boundaries,” “psychological control through fear, guilt, and emotional threat,”
“monitoring, interrogation, and relational ownership,” and “the cycle of reconciliation, submission, and reproduction of
power inequality.” The findings indicated that control in emotionally dependent couples is not always experienced as explicit
domination; rather, it is often reproduced through excessive care, concern, intense love, threats of abandonment, punitive
silence, sensitivity toward social relationships, and control over everyday decisions. Participants reported that fear of
rejection, guilt, an intense need for spousal approval, and inability to tolerate emotional distance gradually normalized the
acceptance of control. The results suggest that emotional dependence in marital relationships may generate an unequal power
structure in which psychological control is legitimized as care, love, concern, or protection rather than recognized as a form
of relational domination. Therefore, couple therapy interventions for such relationships should move beyond conflict
reduction and focus on reconstructing personal boundaries, strengthening emotional autonomy, identifying hidden patterns
of control, and promoting egalitarian dialogue between partners.

Keywords: Emotional dependence; psychological control; power dynamics; thematic analysis; couple therapy; Tehran.
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