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Abstract

This study aimed to explain the lived experience of sexual shame in marital relationships and explore its consequences for
couples’ relationship quality. This qualitative study was conducted using a descriptive phenomenological approach. The
participants were 24 married individuals living in Tehran who were selected through purposive sampling based on their lived
experience of sexual shame in marital relationships. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews, and
sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. Each interview lasted between 45 and 75 minutes. After
obtaining informed consent, all interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and coded. Data were analyzed using
phenomenological analysis procedures with the assistance of NVivo software. Credibility was enhanced through member
checking, peer review, prolonged engagement with the data, and analytic memo writing. Data analysis led to the extraction
of five main categories: internalized silence and shame toward the body and sexual desire; self-censorship and avoidance of
sexual communication; performance anxiety and emotional disconnection during intimacy; reproduction of shame through
the spouse’s reactions; and erosion of relationship quality through reduced trust, intimacy, and marital satisfaction.
Participants described sexual shame as a hidden, chronic, and relational experience that affected not only sexual desire and
satisfaction but also self-worth, emotional safety, sexual assertiveness, and everyday marital communication. In some cases,
empathic partner responses, safe dialogue, and credible sexual education helped reduce shame and rebuild intimacy. The
findings indicated that sexual shame in marital relationships is not merely an individual emotion but an interpersonal,
cultural, and communicative process that is maintained through silence, fear of judgment, experiencing the body as defective,
and difficulty expressing sexual needs. Couple therapy and sexual health interventions should move beyond a narrow focus
on sexual performance and address shame, sexual self-disclosure, emotional safety, and nonjudgmental dialogue about desire
and the body.

Keywords: Sexual shame; marital relationships; relationship quality; sexual intimacy; phenomenological research;
couples; Tehran
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