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Abstract

This study aimed to qualitatively explore how women’s intrapersonal factors and
psychological dysfunction contribute to the onset, maintenance, and escalation of
their husbands’ substance addiction. Using an interpretative phenomenological
analysis (IPA) design, the study included 26 married women residing in Tehran
whose husbands had a history of drug use for at least one year. Participants were
selected through purposive sampling. Data were collected via semi-structured, in-
depth interviews lasting 60-120 minutes. All interviews were transcribed verbatim
and analyzed using Diekelmann’s interpretative phenomenological method involving
iterative coding, thematic reduction, and synthesis. Credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were ensured through Guba and Lincoln’s
trustworthiness criteria. Analysis yielded 98 final meaning units, 16 subthemes, and
three overarching themes. The first theme, intrapersonal factors, comprised
personality traits, destructive behaviors, emotional facilitators, limited insight and
awareness, irrational beliefs, and demographic variables. The second theme,
cognitive—psychological impairments, included mood disturbances, cognitive—
behavioral dysfunctions, unrealistic beliefs, and maladaptive schemas. The third
theme, impairment in psychological competencies, involved poor differentiation,
insecure attachment, emotion dysregulation, deficits in cognitive emotion regulation,
maladaptive coping, and codependency. Collectively, the themes indicated that
women’s emotional, cognitive, and behavioral vulnerabilities significantly
contribute—directly or indirectly—to their husbands’ inclination toward substance
use and its persistence. The study concludes that women’s psychological functioning
plays a crucial role in shaping the course of their husbands’ addiction. Beyond
external stressors, intrapersonal vulnerabilities and dysfunctional relational patterns
can intensify marital distress and facilitate addictive behaviors. These findings
highlight the importance of designing prevention and treatment programs that
incorporate psychological empowerment interventions for women alongside
traditional addiction-focused services.

Keywords: Substance addiction; marital dynamics;
psychological dysfunction; women; qualitative research.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Substance use disorders (SUDs) represent a major global public health challenge, exerting profound and
multidimensional impacts on individuals, families, and broader social systems. Recent research highlights that
addiction must be understood as a biopsychosocial phenomenon, deeply embedded in relational and
environmental dynamics rather than being solely attributable to personal vulnerability (Waters et al., 2025).
Among these relational dynamics, family structure and marital relationships hold a decisive position, with the
spouse—particularly women in heterosexual marriages—playing a pivotal role in shaping the course,
maintenance, or even escalation of addictive behaviors. Studies increasingly reveal that intrapersonal and
psychological dysfunctions among spouses can interact with pre-existing vulnerabilities to facilitate
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maladaptive coping patterns, emotional instability, and behavioral reinforcement cycles that ultimately sustain
substance use (Sahin, 2025).

A growing body of literature suggests that women married to men with substance use problems often
experience chronic relational stressors, emotional exhaustion, and psychological strain, which may
inadvertently contribute to relational discord and intensification of addictive behaviors (Lopez-Martinez et
al., 2025). Emotional dysregulation and strained communication patterns have been identified as key
mechanisms through which relational contexts exert influence on addiction trajectories (Karlou &
Karakasidou, 2025). Furthermore, studies have shown that societal messages directed at women in
relationships with substance-dependent partners can reinforce self-blame, maladaptive loyalty, emotional
suppression, and tolerance for dysfunctional relational dynamics (Sobol-Goldberg et al., 2024).

These relational tensions often occur in tandem with coexisting psychological comorbidities, such as anxiety,
depressive affect, trauma symptoms, and cognitive distortions. Women enduring prolonged exposure to
substance-related stressors may display internalizing symptoms that reciprocally influence their partners’
addictive patterns (Villalba et al., 2023). Recent neurocognitive perspectives further emphasize that partner
relationships form one of the most influential environments affecting emotional regulation in adults, thereby
mediating risk for addictive behavior (Uhlhaas et al., 2023). Emotion regulation difficulties are among the
strongest predictors of relapse and maladaptive substance coping, suggesting that dysfunction within the
partner relationship may exacerbate these vulnerabilities (Stellern et al., 2023).

The family system’s emotional climate has been found to shape the severity and chronicity of addiction in
significant and consistent ways. Research demonstrates that negative affective exchanges, emotional neglect,
criticism, or hostility between spouses are associated with increased consumption frequency, relapse
occurrence, and escalation of use (Steinfeld & Torregrossa, 2023). Interpersonal stress between partners has
been linked to heightened physiological reactivity, reduced coping efficacy, and increased risk-taking
behaviors, thereby creating a relational feedback loop that intensifies substance use cycles (Shah et al., 2023).
Additionally, social-genetic studies indicate that spousal interactions and shared environments substantially
influence addiction risk, beyond the individual’s genetic or biological predispositions (Salvatore et al., 2023).
Psychological difficulties among women—including low differentiation, dependency, cognitive distortions,
maladaptive schemas, and insecure attachment styles—can intensify relational vulnerability. These conditions
are documented in spouses of individuals with addiction and may create an emotional landscape in which
substance use becomes normalized, justified, or facilitated (Oorgani & Gorji, 2023). Demographic factors
such as socioeconomic strain, young age at marriage, and limited education further contribute to relational
fragility and increased susceptibility to dysfunctional emotional and behavioral responses (Naghshbandi &
Amini, 2023).

Additional findings from clinical and qualitative research reveal that women in such relational contexts often
report feelings of hopelessness, self-blame, emotional deprivation, and learned helplessness. Digital and
environmental stressors have also been shown to influence patterns of substance use and coping behaviors
(Monarque et al., 2023). Likewise, adolescents exposed to psychologically distressed maternal environments
show increased tendencies toward substance use, demonstrating the intergenerational transfer of emotional
dysfunction (Mohammadzadeh & Jangi, 2023).

Furthermore, marital instability, sexual dissatisfaction, and conflictual interactions are frequently observed
among partners of men with SUDs, underlying the significance of psychological distress and emotional
misattunement among spouses (Mirarab Razi et al., 2023). Social determinants—such as economic pressure,
community norms, and relational expectations—intersect with psychological vulnerabilities to shape women's
responses to addictive behavior (Madaki, 2023). Evidence from family-based research indicates that
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substance-dependent individuals’ relatives often experience psychological burnout, social isolation, and
emotional exhaustion, which may diminish resilience and impair adaptive coping (Johannessen et al., 2023).
Empirical work on hypersexuality and substance use further highlights how trauma, emotional dysregulation,
and relational dysfunction can co-occur, exacerbating distress patterns within the family environment (Jepsen
et al., 2023). Qualitative analyses of women living with substance-dependent partners indicate that they face
powerful social silencers, stigmatization, and internalized blame, often leading to emotional withdrawal,
maladaptive accommodation, or relational overinvolvement (Sobol-Goldberg et al., 2024).
Other studies emphasize that physical and mental health decline is common among spouses of individuals
dependent on substances, including heightened anxiety, depression, and psychosomatic symptoms, all of which
structurally influence relational dynamics and addiction persistence (Rao et al., 2022). Similarly, emotional
distress in women correlates with substance misuse tendencies in their partners, especially in contexts of
prolonged relational instability (Mehr et al., 2022). Ultimately, the interplay between emotional regulation
difficulty, family functioning, and relapse vulnerability demonstrates that familial emotional climates act as
central determinants in addiction trajectories (Zeng & Tan, 2022).
Taken together, these studies highlight the critical significance of exploring how women's psychological
characteristics, cognitive patterns, and emotional functioning shape the addiction landscape of their spouses.
Despite the growing literature, there remains a lack of in-depth qualitative research examining how women’s
intrapersonal vulnerabilities contribute to their husbands’ addiction trajectories. This study addresses this gap
by investigating women’s lived experiences and identifying the psychological and intrapersonal factors linked
to the initiation, maintenance, and intensification of their husbands' substance dependence.
Methods and Materials
A qualitative design based on interpretative phenomenological analysis was used to explore the lived
experiences of 26 married women whose husbands had a history of substance use for more than one year.
Participants were selected using purposive sampling to ensure diversity in age, education, socioeconomic
background, and duration of marriage. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews lasting
60-120 minutes. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and analyzed iteratively using
thematic coding. The analytic process included open coding, category construction, theme integration, and
validation through peer review and participant confirmation. Ethical considerations such as informed consent,
confidentiality, and voluntary withdrawal were fully observed.
Findings
Analysis revealed 98 meaning units, 16 subthemes, and three overarching themes:

1. intrapersonal factors,

2. cognitive—psychological impairments,

3. deficits in psychological competencies.
The first theme encompassed personality traits (e.g., low patience, emotional instability), destructive behaviors
(criticism, humiliation, withdrawal), emotional facilitators (neglect, lack of support), low insight and
awareness regarding addiction, irrational beliefs (e.g., normalization of substance use), and demographic
vulnerabilities (youthful marriage, limited education, financial dependency).
The second theme identified mood disturbances (depression, anxiety, irritability), cognitive—behavioral
difficulties (aggression, impulsivity), unrealistic cognitions (self-blame, worthlessness), and maladaptive
schemas (abandonment, emotional deprivation, dependency).
The third theme included low differentiation, insecure attachment, emotional dysregulation (suppression,
impulsivity), cognitive emotion-regulation deficits (rumination, catastrophizing), maladaptive coping patterns,
and codependency. These themes collectively illustrated a relational environment characterized by emotional
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volatility, cognitive distortion, and insufficient psychological boundaries, which contributed to the persistence
and escalation of substance use in husbands.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that women's psychological functioning plays a significant and multifaceted role in
shaping their husbands’ substance use patterns. Rather than serving merely as passive observers or secondary
victims of addiction, women often act as dynamic participants within relational systems that influence the
onset, maintenance, or intensification of addictive behaviors. The interplay between emotional instability,
cognitive distortions, insecure attachment, and maladaptive coping creates a relational climate that may
unintentionally reinforce substance use. Women’s lack of insight into addiction mechanisms, along with
internalized beliefs about loyalty, sacrifice, and responsibility, further complicates their ability to set healthy
boundaries or seek timely support.

These findings emphasize that addiction should be conceptualized as a relational and systemic condition rather
than an isolated individual pathology. Interpersonal dynamics—particularly within intimate partnerships—
play a central role in shaping the emotional and behavioral context in which addiction unfolds. Psychological
distress among women can diminish their coping capacity, increase relational conflict, and reduce their ability
to respond adaptively to their partners' substance use. Consequently, therapeutic interventions that target both
members of the couple, enhance emotional regulation skills, and restructure maladaptive relational patterns
may be more effective than approaches focused solely on the individual with addiction.

In conclusion, this study underscores the necessity of incorporating women’s psychological experiences into
addiction research, prevention, and treatment. The results highlight that strengthening women’s emotional
resilience, cognitive flexibility, and interpersonal effectiveness is essential for breaking the relational cycles
that sustain substance dependence in their partners. An integrative and family-centered approach is therefore
critical for achieving meaningful and lasting recovery outcomes.
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