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Abstract

This study aimed to uncover the hidden mechanisms of emotional burnout in long-term marriages and to explain the
processes through which intimacy, emotional responsiveness, and relational vitality gradually decline among married
individuals in Tehran. This qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis. The participants were 24 married
individuals from Tehran, including 12 women and 12 men, all of whom had been married for at least 15 years and reported
experiences of emotional exhaustion, relational distance, or psychological fatigue within their marital relationship.
Participants were selected through purposive sampling according to predefined inclusion criteria. Data were collected
through in-depth semi-structured interviews. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved; saturation
emerged after the twentieth interview, and four additional interviews were conducted to confirm and enrich the themes. All
interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed using NVivo software based
on Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis framework. The analysis yielded five main themes: gradual erosion of
emotional reciprocity, sedimentation of unresolved emotional injuries, functional coexistence without intimacy, learned
emotional silence, and reduction of the emotional self within the relationship. The findings indicated that emotional burnout
in long-term marriages is usually not the result of a single dramatic crisis. Rather, it emerges through the accumulation of
small but repeated relational failures, including diminished attention, lack of empathic response, avoidance of deep
conversations, weak conflict repair, and chronic experiences of not being emotionally seen. Emotional burnout in long-term
marriages should be understood as a gradual, multilayered, and relational process in which partners become distant not
necessarily because of a lack of commitment, but because of depleted emotional resources, impaired conflict repair, and
normalized emotional disengagement. Couple therapy interventions for this population should focus on rebuilding emotional
responsiveness, restorative dialogue, recognition of neglected needs, and renewed shared intimacy.

Keywords: Emotional burnout, Long-term marriage, Thematic analysis, Marital intimacy, Emotional silence, Couple
therapy
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