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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Sexual function is a fundamental dimension of marital health and
relationship quality, and its disruption may arise from interacting individual, interpersonal,
cultural, and social factors that adversely affect intimacy and marital stability. This study aimed to
identify and explain the factors interfering with sexual function among couples referring to
counseling centers in Arak City.

Methodology: This qualitative study employed a descriptive phenomenological approach. The
study population consisted of couples referring to counseling centers in Arak in 2024 who had
been married for at least five years. Participants were selected through purposive sampling while
ensuring diversity in age, educational level, and socioeconomic status, and recruitment continued
until data saturation was achieved, resulting in 17 participants. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method. Interview transcripts were
repeatedly reviewed, significant statements were identified, meanings were formulated, and related
codes were organized into initial concepts, central themes, and an overarching selective theme.
Member checking was used to enhance the credibility of the findings.

Findings: Data analysis yielded 17 initial concepts, three central themes, and one overarching
theme entitled “factors interfering with couples’ sexual function.” The three central themes were
contextual, individual, and couple-related factors. Contextual factors comprised employment
status, economic status, type of marriage, age at marriage, and culture. Individual factors included
sexual identity, occupational preoccupation, fatigue, poor boundaries, personality characteristics,
unrealistic expectations, and conflicting beliefs. Couple-related factors consisted of lack of
relational and sexual skills, lifestyle problems, incompatible roles, unmet needs, and difficulties in
sexual intimacy. Collectively, the findings indicated that impaired sexual functioning emerged
through the interaction of environmental pressures, individual attitudes and characteristics, and
deficiencies within the marital relationship.

Conclusion: Couples’ sexual dysfunction is a multidimensional phenomenon resulting from the
interaction of contextual, individual, and couple-related determinants rather than exclusively
physiological causes. Accordingly, counseling and educational interventions designed to improve
sexual function should simultaneously address socioeconomic pressures, individual beliefs and
expectations, communication and relational skills, marital boundaries and roles, mutual needs, and
sexual intimacy.

Keywords: Sexual function, couple-related factors, individual factors, contextual factors,
phenomenology, Colaizzi method.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Sexual function is an important component of
individual well-being, marital adjustment, and the
overall quality of intimate relationships. Sexuality
within marriage extends beyond sexual intercourse
and encompasses emotional closeness, affection,
communication, mutual responsiveness, bodily
experience, and the ability of partners to express and
fulfill their sexual and relational needs. Recent
evidence has highlighted the close association
between communication, intimacy, and couple
satisfaction, suggesting that the quality of relational
interactions may substantially shape partners’
experiences of intimacy and sexual well-being (Seo et
al., 2026). Holistic perspectives on sexuality similarly
emphasize that sexual health should be understood
within a multidimensional framework incorporating
biological, psychological, relational, social, and
educational dimensions (Diggle-Fox et al., 2026).
Furthermore, evidence concerning sexual and
relationship satisfaction across different relationship
structures indicates that the quality of a relationship
cannot be reduced to its formal structure and should
instead be understood through the lived quality of
interpersonal and sexual interactions (Anderson et al.,
2026).

Sexual function is therefore best conceptualized as a
biopsychosocial  phenomenon.  Biological and
hormonal mechanisms are important determinants of
sexual functioning, particularly among women
(Maseroli & Vignozzi, 2022); however, physical factors
alone cannot adequately explain the complexity of
sexual difficulties. Body-related experiences, emotion
regulation, depression, fatigue, sleep quality, physical
functioning, and quality of life have also been
associated with sexual functioning in different
populations (Cinek et al., 2025; Yeni et al., 2025). Sexual
dysfunction is also relatively common, as systematic
evidence has demonstrated a considerable prevalence
of sexual difficulties among women of reproductive
age (McCool et al., 2016). Accordingly, valid
assessment of sexual function is essential, while age,
relationship status, and population characteristics
should be considered when interpreting sexual-
function measures (Quintana et al., 2025). Clinical and
cultural challenges surrounding the identification of
female sexual dysfunction further demonstrate that
sexual problems are influenced by the social and
cultural contexts in which individuals live (Colonnello
etal., 2025).

Relational processes are equally important. Sexual
experiences have been linked to marital quality (wang
et al., 2025), while sexual intimacy has been associated
with both sexual and relationship satisfaction (Rosen
et al., 2020). Marital power processes may also
influence patterns of sexual passion and the capacity
of partners to express their preferences within the
relationship (Forbush et al., 2025). In addition, financial
concerns and sexuality represent interconnected and
often difficult-to-discuss domains in romantic
relationships  (Leavitt &  LeBaron-Black, 2025).
Occupational conditions constitute another relevant
contextual factor. Job type and work schedules may
be associated with sexual function, intimacy, and
marital satisfaction (Kaab Omeyr & Pirzadeh, 2020;
Kaabomeir & Pirzadeh, 2020; Nikbina & Pajohideh, 2022).
Phenomenological research among dual-career
couples has similarly indicated that sexual
dissatisfaction can emerge within the interaction of
occupational demands, fatigue, relational difficulties,
and everyday marital experiences (Dargahi et al., 2021;
Dargahi et al., 2020).

Other evidence underscores the importance of dyadic
coping in maintaining marital quality under family-
related stress (Kurt & Akbas, 2020), as well as the
potential value of sexual-function education for
improving couples’ sexual satisfaction (Nadizadeh et
al., 2018). Moreover, evidence-based approaches to
sexual dysfunction emphasize the need to account for
different stages of life and their associated physical
and psychosocial changes (Parrotta et al., 2025), while
couple-based therapeutic approaches highlight the
importance of modifying maladaptive behavioral and
relational patterns rather than viewing marital
difficulties exclusively as individual problems (Abu
Talib et al., 2026). Although previous studies have
identified numerous biological, psychological,
occupational, and relational correlates of sexual
function, a comprehensive understanding requires
attention to how couples themselves experience and
interpret the conditions that interfere with their sexual
relationships. Accordingly, the present study aimed to
identify the factors interfering with sexual function
among couples referring to counseling centers in Arak
City using a descriptive phenomenological approach
and Colaizzi’s method of data analysis.

Methodology

The present study was conducted using a qualitative
approach  and  descriptive  phenomenological
methodology. The study population consisted of
couples who referred to counseling centers in Arak
City in 2024 and had been married for at least five




years. Because qualitative phenomenological research
seeks depth and richness of experience rather than
statistical representativeness, the sample size was not
predetermined. Participants were recruited through
purposive sampling, with efforts made to achieve
diversity in age, educational level, and socioeconomic
status. Sampling and interviewing continued until data
saturation was reached, meaning that subsequent
interviews no longer vyielded substantively new
information. ~ Saturation was achieved after
interviewing 17 participants.

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews. The interview framework was developed
after reviewing the theoretical foundations of sexual
function and included three principal open-ended
guestions. Interviews began with general conversation
to establish rapport, after which demographic
information was obtained and participants were
invited to describe their experiences. Questions were
presented in a clear and nonjudgmental manner, and
probing questions were used when participants’
responses required clarification or elaboration.
Interview duration was not predetermined and varied
according to participants’ circumstances and the
richness of their responses. At the end of each
interview, participants were given an opportunity to
provide additional information that had not been
covered by the interview questions. Contact
information was also obtained when necessary to
permit follow-up clarification of ambiguous material.

Eligibility considerations included willingness to
participate, absence of reported physical or
psychological problems that would interfere with
participation, having social relationships and life
responsibilities, having been married for at least five
years, and expressing hope regarding the future.
Confidentiality and voluntariness were explained to
the participants, and they were informed that they
could discontinue participation at any stage.

Data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-Step
phenomenological method. Recorded interviews were
repeatedly listened to and transcribed verbatim. The
transcripts were read several times to obtain a
comprehensive  understanding of  participants’
experiences. Significant statements related to the
phenomenon were then identified, and meanings were
formulated from these statements. Similar meanings
were grouped into conceptually related categories and
subsequently organized into broader thematic
structures. The categories were integrated to produce
a comprehensive description of the phenomenon. The
findings were subsequently returned to participants
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for validation. Open coding was initially used to
identify primary concepts from the interview
transcripts, followed by axial categorization of similar
concepts and their organization into broader central
and selective themes.

Findings

Analysis of the interview data resulted in the
identification of 17 initial concepts, three central
themes, and one overarching selective theme. The
overarching theme was conceptualized as “factors
interfering with couples’ sexual function.” The
three central themes were contextual factors,
individual factors, and couple-related factors,
demonstrating that participants perceived sexual-
function difficulties as emerging from several
interconnected levels of marital life rather than from a
single cause.

The first central theme, contextual factors, consisted
of five concepts: employment status, economic status,
type of marriage, age at marriage, and culture.
Participants described occupational demands and
work-related pressures as conditions capable of
reducing the time, physical energy, and psychological
availability required for sexual interaction. Financial
difficulties were described as creating tension and
anxiety that could undermine the quality of marital
and sexual relationships. Experiences also suggested
that the manner in which marriage had been formed
and partners’ expectations regarding marriage
influenced subsequent sexual experiences. Age at
marriage and the duration and developmental context
of marital life were also perceived as relevant.
Cultural beliefs, particularly expectations concerning
gender roles, appropriate expressions of affection, and
sexual behavior, were described as potentially
restricting intimacy and  contributing  to
dissatisfaction.

The second central theme, individual factors,
comprised seven concepts:  sexual identity,
occupational preoccupation, fatigue, poor boundaries,
personality traits, unrealistic expectations, and
conflicting beliefs. Some participants described
difficulty separating professional or social roles from
their role as a spouse, which reduced emotional and
sexual closeness. Persistent work-related
preoccupation interfered with attention to the partner,
while physical and psychological fatigue reduced
readiness for intimate interaction. Inadequate
boundaries were reflected in excessive involvement
with work, children, or family-of-origin relationships
at the expense of the marital subsystem. Personality-
related experiences included shyness, self-
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centeredness, body dissatisfaction, and difficulties in
emotional expression.  Unrealistic  expectations
regarding marriage or the characteristics of the spouse
contributed to disappointment, while conflicting
beliefs about affection, gender, sexuality, and marital
obligations created barriers to mutual understanding.

The third central theme, couple-related factors,
consisted of five concepts: lack of skills, lifestyle,
incompatible roles, unmet needs, and sexual intimacy.
Participants ~ frequently  described  ineffective
communication, withdrawal, conflict, aggressive
exchanges, and difficulty discussing sexual needs.
Lifestyle-related problems included limited shared
leisure, insufficient couple time, and behaviors that
produced disagreement between partners.
Incompatible expectations regarding marital and
family roles contributed to dissatisfaction and
conflict. Unmet emotional and sexual needs included
insufficient attention, affection, appreciation, physical
closeness, and mutual responsiveness. Finally,
impaired sexual intimacy was reflected in difficulties
initiating sexual interaction, limited affectionate
contact outside intercourse, lack of discussion about
sexual preferences, and reduced emotional closeness
within the sexual relationship.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that impaired sexual functioning
among couples is a multidimensional and relationally
embedded phenomenon. Participants’ experiences
demonstrated that sexual difficulties cannot be
adequately understood by focusing exclusively on
physiological function. Instead, the quality of sexual
functioning appears to develop within the interaction
of environmental pressures, individual psychological
characteristics,  cultural  beliefs,  occupational
demands, and the everyday structure of the marital
relationship.

Contextual pressures may indirectly impair sexual
functioning by increasing stress and reducing the
psychological and temporal resources available for
intimacy. Occupational demands, financial concerns,
cultural expectations, and the conditions surrounding
marriage may shape the context in which couples

negotiate their emotional and sexual lives. These
factors may become particularly disruptive when
partners lack effective strategies for separating
occupational concerns from family life or for adapting
their expectations to changing marital circumstances.

At the individual level, the findings suggest that
sexual functioning is closely related to how each
partner perceives the self, body, marital role, and
sexual identity.  Fatigue and  occupational
preoccupation may decrease sexual readiness,
whereas shame, body dissatisfaction, rigid beliefs,
unrealistic expectations, and conflicting assumptions
concerning marital roles can constrain the expression
of intimacy. Poor interpersonal boundaries may
further weaken the couple relationship when
excessive attention is directed toward work, children,
or family members while the marital bond receives
insufficient attention.

The couple-related findings were particularly
important because they demonstrated that sexual
problems were embedded in broader patterns of
interaction. Difficulties in communication, conflict
management, mutual responsiveness, and discussion
of sexual preferences were intertwined with
dissatisfaction. Sexual intimacy appeared to extend
well beyond intercourse and included affection,
touching, emotional availability, appreciation,
communication, and the experience of being noticed
and valued by one’s partner. When these elements
were absent, participants often described sexual
interaction as mechanical, obligatory, conflictual, or
emotionally unsatisfying.

Taken together, the three themes should not be
regarded as independent categories. Rather, they form
an interconnected system in which contextual
stressors may intensify individual fatigue or
maladaptive beliefs, individual difficulties may
influence communication and responsiveness, and
couple conflict may further amplify occupational or
financial stress. Consequently, assessment of sexual-
function problems should consider not only physical
symptoms but also the broader relational and
environmental context of the couple.
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