VO a35s 8 0 il us6
VT i)l i S5k b
VT sl V01 b

o 39T 9 OIS g (S ) 5! (TR

Vel Y il b

oloyd Wil 3 (guli) (Fogw 9 35 30 ST ) 4 AT Julxi

1B g Olasuin i
®® oot
Ve © BY NC nietrei

ok 55 4 oo dllaa el olasl B i sles
Ol eolis (b 3 o Kails w0y glie g (gwliiiily, (o350l 09,8 1 L5 B1 e N
Sl ol kX 3 olKisls oy gline g cwliiily, u“)ﬁﬁ] 09,5 igaey Cym> ¥

R
Q&Uu:lﬂ’y);.u;;)f;qd&‘d!)\.:dl
@S o, CC BY-NC 4.0 418

Sl

a.aghaziarati@cfu.ac.ir : st oo ¢ (S 2SI Conyit

Obayd w2l 5l 1585 (T30 8 2550 Slags) 45 (oS Sl OV F+T) et g0y 5 o e o )T 1 B0 Lol 09

NN N ) o diloyozs; O he g byl o izt

oS>

Tl 9 &S 0509, b g nl il (25 Olayd il Sl (252l5 (Fog— B 4 Mie lag; A 425 Bros wkd 9 (e SRR9R Cnl Soa
Gk 3l bosls Lo Gbsl wiadan (5 S digai (B9, b AT Wog s S zej o0zl Jold HBanses Liw g ad plosl (6 pnay  —wlidlasny
F oo Haeman VW laS 08 Slulis a mls 8,8 18 Lo 550 (g il (ygonie Judow ig) bg (55900,5 Gaes adl lisludes gloa>lae
50 9 by g5lsl  Glmd plats ( SBLE 5l g 4 Sy, (S g sable (Fogu 8 5l laze) Jemt s cdimolis aS aelel sl ygeuie
795 Oloyd a5 wad oo (LS baaidly b olpem (e g) S e o) g e (Slmed Coel aanens AL al8 (nl g (29805 Sam bl coles

Silcsn o281y ekl Sl il anes a5 anoso (RIS |y (9365 (Fogm b (slaailis L o Col btz 5 (15 sl

Ogedan Juloo  Glns wulath iny s 4,595 ( Gloyoz s (298l (S B eSSl



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

Submit Date: 24 March 2024

Couple Therapy Assessment, Evaluation, and Intervention Revise Date: 28 April 2024

Accept Date: 04 May 2024
Publish Date: 21 May 2024

A Qualitative Analysis of the Therapeutic Experience of Couples Experiencing

Marital Burnout

] oXclel

© 2024 the authors. This is an
open access article under the
terms of the CC BY-NC 4.0
License.

Authors’ Information:

1. Ali Aghaziarati*: Department of Psychology and Counselling, Farhangian University, Tehran, Iran
2. Hasan Rahimi: Department of Psychology and Counselling, Farhangian University, Tehran, Iran

Corresponding author’s email: a.aghaziarati@cfu.ac.ir

How to cite: Aghaziarati, A., & Rahimi, H. (2024). A Qualitative Analysis of the Therapeutic Experience of Couples
Experiencing Marital Burnout. Couple Therapy Assessment, Evaluation, and Intervention, 1(1), 1-13.

Abstract

This study aimed to explore and interpret the lived experience of couples affected by marital burnout throughout the process
of couple therapy. Using a qualitative interpretive phenomenological approach, fifteen couples from Tehran were
purposively selected. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed via interpretive thematic
analysis. The analysis yielded 56 open codes, 17 subthemes, and 4 main themes, revealing a transformative trajectory from
emotional exhaustion and relational disengagement toward cognitive awakening, emotional regulation, interactional
reconstruction, and ultimately the renewal of marital bonds. Participants reported significant growth in intimacy, emotional
security, commitment, and relational resilience. Couple therapy operates as a multidimensional and transformative process
that not only alleviates marital burnout but also facilitates enduring relational restoration and psychological growth.
Keywords: Marital burnout, couple therapy, lived experience, emotional regulation, thematic analysis
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction
Marital burnout is increasingly recognized as one of the most destabilizing psychological phenomena affecting
intimate relationships, characterized by emotional exhaustion, cognitive disengagement, and progressive
deterioration of relational commitment. Contemporary research conceptualizes marital burnout not merely as
dissatisfaction but as a cumulative process of relational resource depletion that profoundly disrupts emotional

regulation, intimacy, and interpersonal functioning (Rostami et al., 2019; Sadeghi et al., 2021). Empirical
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findings consistently demonstrate that marital burnout is associated with heightened depression, alexithymia,
impaired communication, and reduced quality of life (Gholipour et al., 2022; Samakoush & Yousefi, 2023).
The complexity of this phenomenon is further intensified by the interplay of cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and
socio-cultural determinants that shape couples’ experiences of relational distress (GURel & Copur, 2021;
Vaslehchi et al., 2024).

Recent therapeutic scholarship has emphasized the critical role of emotional self-regulation, communication beliefs,
and executive functioning in the development and maintenance of marital burnout (Adl et al., 2024; Babaei et al.,
2024). Studies examining emotionally focused therapy, acceptance and commitment therapy, schema therapy,
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy, and systemic interventions have repeatedly demonstrated their effectiveness
in reducing marital burnout and improving relational outcomes (Mardani et al., 2023; Mehdigholi et al., 2023;
Mogadam, 2023; Pishnamaz et al., 2024). These interventions facilitate emotional awareness, cognitive
restructuring, interactional repair, and the restoration of attachment security (Ghaderi, 2024; Najibzadegan et
al., 2024a, 2024Db).

Despite robust quantitative evidence supporting therapeutic effectiveness, the experiential dimension of how
couples live through the process of therapy remains insufficiently explored. Most existing studies prioritize outcome
variables while overlooking the subjective transformation couples undergo during treatment. Qualitative
scholarship in burnout research demonstrates that lived experience provides critical insight into the mechanisms of
psychological change, revealing layers of meaning inaccessible through quantitative measurement alone (Findling
et al., 2023; Omeje et al., 2023). Furthermore, evidence from broader burnout domains suggests that resilience-
building processes and social support fundamentally shape recovery trajectories (Gao et al., 2024; Lawrence-
Sidebottom et al., 2023; Sipos et al., 2024). These findings collectively highlight the necessity of qualitative
inquiry into the therapeutic experience of couples suffering from marital burnout.

Accordingly, this study addresses a major gap in the literature by providing an in-depth qualitative analysis of
couples’ lived experiences of the therapeutic process while confronting marital burnout. By capturing the voices of
couples themselves, the present investigation seeks to elucidate the internal transformations, emotional shifts, and
relational reconstructions that unfold throughout therapy.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of
couples undergoing therapy for marital burnout. Fifteen heterosexual married couples residing in Tehran were
recruited using purposive sampling based on predefined inclusion criteria, including minimum three years of marital
duration, self-reported marital burnout, and participation in at least eight sessions of couple therapy. Data collection
consisted of in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted individually and jointly with spouses. Interviews lasted
between 60 and 90 minutes and were audio-recorded with participant consent. Field notes were maintained to

document emotional expressions, interaction patterns, and contextual factors.
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All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using interpretive thematic analysis. The analytic process
involved iterative reading, open coding, formation of conceptual clusters, and synthesis of subthemes and main
themes. Trustworthiness was ensured through member checking, peer debriefing, and audit trail documentation.
Findings

Data analysis yielded 56 open codes, 17 subthemes, and 4 overarching themes that collectively mapped a
progressive transformation process.

The first theme, Emotional Exhaustion and Relational Collapse, captured the initial state of couples’ experience,
characterized by emotional numbness, chronic tension, withdrawal, hopelessness, and loss of intimacy. Participants
described persistent fatigue, suppressed anger, emotional detachment, and a sense of relational stagnation.

The second theme, Cognitive Awakening, reflected a pivotal shift during therapy, marked by increased self-
awareness, recognition of dysfunctional interaction cycles, cognitive reframing of marital expectations, and
assumption of personal responsibility for relational distress. Couples reported gaining insight into their emotional
triggers, maladaptive beliefs, and communication failures.

The third theme, Emotional Regulation and Interactional Reconstruction, involved the development of emotional
control, constructive expression of feelings, empathic listening, reduction of reactive behaviors, and emergence of
emotional safety. Participants emphasized learning to manage anger, tolerate vulnerability, and engage in respectful
dialogue.

The fourth theme, Reconstruction of Marital Bond, represented the culmination of the therapeutic process, wherein
couples experienced renewed intimacy, restored trust, strengthened commitment, and joint relational growth. Many
couples described the relationship as emotionally deeper, more stable, and more meaningful than before the onset
of burnout.

This trajectory illustrated a structured progression from emotional depletion toward relational renewal, supported
by consistent experiential patterns across participants.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study provides compelling qualitative evidence that couple therapy functions as a transformative
developmental process rather than a simple symptom-reduction intervention. Couples’ experiences demonstrate that
sustainable recovery from marital burnout emerges through a sequential reconstruction of cognitive frameworks,
emotional regulation capacities, and interactional patterns. The movement from emotional exhaustion to relational
renewal reflects a systemic reorganization of the marital relationship that extends beyond surface-level conflict
resolution.

Therapy facilitates a fundamental shift in how couples perceive themselves, their partner, and the relationship.
Emotional awareness and cognitive insight appear to serve as the primary catalysts for change, enabling couples to
disengage from destructive cycles and establish new patterns of connection. The emergence of emotional safety
provides the foundation upon which intimacy and commitment are rebuilt, allowing for long-term relational
stability.

AR
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The findings underscore the importance of integrating emotional, cognitive, and interactional interventions within
therapeutic practice. Effective therapy does not simply eliminate distress but actively constructs relational resilience
and psychological growth. By illuminating the lived experience of couples in therapy, this study contributes a
nuanced understanding of the mechanisms underlying relational recovery and highlights the indispensable role of
qualitative inquiry in advancing couple therapy research.
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