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ABSTRACT
Lo . Background: Infertility is one of the most painful experiences of life leads to marital burnout.
Article info: ¢ Psychological, emotional, and social factors affect marital burnout of infertile women. This study
Received: 12 Dec 2020 : was done to predict marital burnout based on feelings of loneliness and emotional divorce in
Accepted: 14 Mar 2021 ¢ infertile women.
Publish: 01 Oct 2021 :  Methods: The method of the research was descriptive-correlational. The participants were

women (aged 25-45) referring to Ibn-e Sina Infertility Clinic in 2019 in Tehran. A sample of
175 participants was selected by convenience sampling and completed the Marital Burnout
questionnaire, Feeling of Longlines questionnaire, and Emotional Divorce questionnaire. Data
were analyzed by Pearson’s correlation and multiple regression using SPSS v. 22.

Results: The results indicated that there was a significant and positive relationship between
loneliness and its subscales (lack of intimacy and lack of social network) (r= 0.62) and also a
positive and significant relationship was found between emotional divorce and its subscales
(feeling of separation from each other, feeling of loneliness the need for a companion, boredom,
and restlessness) and marital burnout (= 0.65). Also, feeling lonely and its subscales and emotional
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divorce and its subscales could predict the marital boredom of infertile women (P<0.01).
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1. Introduction

amily formation is the initiator of fertility and

the source of production. Fertility is the most

important life phenomenon for any couple. The

general desire of people to have children is ob-

vious and natural [1]. Infertility is a major gyne-
cological problem and is the inability to conceive after one
year of intercourse without using any method of contracep-
tion [2]. In 2015, the World Health Organization (WHO)
cited infertility as a public health problem worldwide and
reported that one of the four couples has been infertile in
developing countries. Family formation is the initiation of
fertility and the source of reproduction.

Infertility is a chronic problem that causes anxiety and
stress in infertile people because it blocks the flow of fam-
ily transformation to the next stages or at least poses a
serious problem by creating an obstacle to achieving one
of the main goals of marriage, namely reproduction and
parenthood. In confronting this dilemma, infertile couples
frequently experience a chronic monthly cycle of hope and
frustration [3]. Infertility is considered a major gynecologi-
cal problem and is defined as the inability to be pregnant
after one year of intercourse without using any method of
contraception [4].

Research has shown that infertility can disrupt interper-
sonal relationships and reduce self-esteem, social isolation,
and mental health problems [5-7]. Infertility also leads to
sexual dysfunction, depression, anxiety, frustration, guilt,
and worthlessness [8-10]. One of the variables that are di-
rectly associated with infertility is loneliness. Feeling of
loneliness is a kind of negative emotion that arises from the
failure and weakness in interpersonal relationships and as
a result, the person experiences feelings of sadness, empti-
ness, and lack of belonging.

The length of time a person is alone is not the main de-
terminant of feelings of loneliness, but the threat of sepa-
ration and the quality of communication with relatives
play an important role in feelings of loneliness [11]. The
feeling of loneliness is associated with decreased emotion,
non-expression of interpersonal feelings, and psychological
withdrawal so that the needs related to intimacy are not met
and even if they are met to some extent, they remain dis-
satisfied. The feeling of loneliness indicates shortcomings
and deficiencies in establishing emotional and social bonds.
Feelings of loneliness arise when a person’s contact and re-
lationship with others are false so that a common emotional
experience is not conceivable for this mutual relationship
between the person and others and human being does not
have a real and intimate relationship in the process of con-
tact with others [12].
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Given the very weak emotional basis and low intimacy
in the marital relationship of infertile couples, it seems
that the conditions for emotional divorce are provided.
Another variable that can result from infertility is an
emotional divorce in this situation, couples may contin-
ue to be together as a social group but the attraction and
trust in each other are lost and each couple hurts the other
because of feelings of sadness and despair [13].

Emotional divorce is considered as a kind of abnormal-
ity in the family system and symbolizes the existence of
a problem in the relationship between husband and wife,
which for reasons, such as not having children, material
needs, negative attitude to formal divorce, lack of mate-
rial and psychological support, family conflicts, fear of
losing family and social status, fear of loneliness, fear of
deteriorating social status, lack of decision-making pow-
er, fear of a vague future, fear of being rejected by oth-
ers or even getting used to living together make couples
continue their marital life without having an emotional
and sexual relationship and experience emotional di-
vorce and loneliness, but do not talk about divorce [14].

The stress of infertility can weaken the foundation of
the family and increase marital conflict, or even push
them to divorce. On the other hand, after a while, the
home environment without the presence of a child be-
comes boring for both husband and wife, and the silence
and loneliness in the home become tedious for them. In
most cases, infertile couples become impatient and this
affects the relationship between them. Taken together,
these problems can pave the way for reduced commit-
ment and burnout in the marital relationship [15]. The
most important aspect of life that is affected by infertility
is the marital relationship, which causes marital burnout
in couples by increasing the period of infertility [16].
After the emergence of burnout in marital relationships,
distrust, humiliation, blame, inattention to each other,
and emotional separation prevail and family members
experience symptoms of reactive depression [17].

Shiri et al. found that marital burnout and distress toler-
ance have a direct effect on loneliness and the relation-
ship between loneliness and the tendency to divorce
is direct and significant. They also stated that marital
burnout and distress tolerance against the tendency to
divorce are significant due to the feelings of loneliness
[18]. Heshmati et al. found that women and men who
tend to stay in the present moment have a low level of
lethargy and consequently, high marital satisfaction and
vice versa [19].
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Yamaguchi in his research showed that there is a nega-
tive and significant relationship between loneliness and
marital commitment, meaning that the higher the lone-
liness of couples, the less commitment they have to
their marital bond [20]. Larsen et al. and Burklund et al.
showed that feelings of loneliness and social support can
threaten the psychological well-being of infertile women
by initiating distress and depression [21, 22].

Emotional divorce has consequences, such as depres-
sion, impatience, anxiety, worry, feelings of inferiority,
and loss of self-confidence [23, 24]. Also, failure to meet
the emotional needs of a man, inattention, communica-
tion problems, incorrect choice of spouse, sexual dissat-
isfaction, and lack of sense of responsibility are variables
related to emotional divorce [25-27]. According to the
WHO, infertility is a public health problem worldwide,
and in a study conducted by this organization, 43% of
women and 30.7% of men in the world suffer from in-
fertility [28] and the infertility rate in Iran is 17/3%. This
puts a psychological and economic burden on the health
system of the country as well as the family [29] Psy-
chological factors of infertility are very important in the
treatment of infertile couples. The issue of infertility is
very important, especially in Iranian society, where fam-
ilies are of the expanded type to the extent that infertil-
ity is considered a crisis for many couples, and it is psy-
chologically stressful and causes severe problems in the
marital relationship. Furthermore, marital relationship is
the most important factor that is influenced by sterility
and is increased in sterility period leading to boredom in
the relationship between couples [30].

Also, this leads to a defective cycle resulting in deep
anxiety and stress; in these individuals who are under dif-
ferent treatments, including /n Vitro Fertilization (IVF),
Intrauterine Insemination (IUT), Intracytoplasmic Sperm
Injection (ICSI), Pre-Implantation Genetic Diagnosis
(PGD), and In vitro Maturation (IVM) anxiety and stress
could spatter cortisol hormone, which causes unsuccess-
ful treatment of sterility. Moreover, this can bring more
complicity to a couple’s relationship. Recognizing fac-
tors causing couple boredom, including the feeling of
loneliness and emotional divorce is essential and can
prevent posing major problems by proper interference.
It is also noteworthy that because the researcher did not
find an on all these variables in infertile women and this
is the first study, the results can provide scientific and
practical documentation for health providers; thus, it can
be claimed that this study has appropriate innovations.
Therefore, the present study was done to predict marital
burnout based on feelings of loneliness and emotional
divorce in infertile women.
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2. Methods

The research method was descriptive-correlational. The
statistical population consisted of women (aged 25-45
years) referring to Ibn-e Sina Infertility Center in Tehran
in 2019 selected by available sampling method. A sample
of 175 people was selected, which was selected based on
the formula proposed by Tabajing and Fidel (2007).

After approving the research by the university and re-
ceiving the code of ethics from the university and submit-
ting it to the management of Ibn-e Sina Clinic, explaining
the objectives of the research and the necessity of con-
ducting the research for the management of the clinic,
as well as the fact that conducting such research does
not interfere with the treatment process of the subjects,
we received permission to conduct the research from the
clinic management. Then, people eligible for the study
were asked to participate in the study if possible.

The following measures were done to comply with ethi-
cal principles: 1. Description of research goals and meth-
ods, 2. Optional participation in research, 3. Confidential-
ity of information, 4. Possibility to participate in research.

The inclusion criteria were as follows: 1. Starting co-
habitation for at least one year, 2. Not getting pregnant
after one year of intercourse without contraception, 3.
Female infertility, 4. The ages of 25 to 45 years, 5. Hav-
ing at least a high school diploma.

Infertile women with a history of divorce, having mari-
tal problems other than infertility, and infertile women
with mental disorders or addiction were excluded.

Since the research was descriptive and correlational,
the only criterion for leaving the research was that when
conducting the research, if they wished, they could avoid
completing the questions in any way possible.

Then, the collected data were analyzed using SPSS v. 22
statistical software by descriptive (frequency, percentage,
mean, and standard deviation) and inferential statistics of
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test (for normal data), Pearson
correlation coefficient, and multivariate regression.

Research tools

Pines Couple Burnout Measure (CBM): This scale
is a self-measuring tool designed by Pines to measure
marital burnout among couples. The scale has 21 items,
of which 17 items include negative phrases of fatigue,
inconvenience, and worthlessness, and 4 items include
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positive phrases of being happy and energetic. Items are
scored on a 7-point Likert scale from never (score 1) to
always (score 7). First, the scores of items 1, 2, 4, 5, 7,
8,9,10,11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, and 21 are added
together and then, the scores of items 3, 6, 19, and 20 are
summed and the obtained number is subtracted from 32.
Then, the scores obtained from the first and second stag-
es are added together and divided by 21. The obtained
number indicates the degree of marital burnout and a
higher number indicates a higher degree of marital burn-
out. Confirmatory factor analysis for the factor structure
of the questionnaire confirmed its validity.

The reliability of this scale was 0.76 by retesting meth-
od in a one-month interval and the reliability coefficient
was obtained between 0.91 and 0.93 using Cronbach’s
alpha method. Internal consistency between variables
was in the range of 0.84 and 0.90 [31]. To evaluate the
validity of this questionnaire, its correlation coefficient
was calculated to be 0.40 using the Enrich Marital Satis-
faction Questionnaire, which is significant and acceptable
[32]. In the present study, the reliability of this scale was
calculated to be 0.85 using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient.

UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, 1996): This ques-
tionnaire was developed by Russell et al. It has 20
four-choice items, 10 negative sentences, and 10 posi-
tive sentences. In this questionnaire, the allocated scores
are as follows: never=1, rarely=2, sometimes=3, and al-
ways=4. The score of items 1, 5, 6, 9, 10, 15, 16, 19, and
20 is inverse. The total score ranges from 20 to 80, and
a higher score indicates the greater feeling of loneliness;
and it has 2 subscales: lack of intimacy and lack of social
network. The reliability of this instrument for the new
version was 0.87 and was also reported equal to 0.89
by Russell through the retesting method [33]. In Iran,
Hojati et al. calculated its reliability to be 0.89 through
Cronbach’s alpha method [34]. In the present study, the
reliability of this scale was found to be 0.85 using Cron-
bach’s alpha coefficient.

Gottman Emotional Divorce Scale (EDS): A 24-item
Gottman Questionnaire was used to measure the sub-
jects” emotional divorce. This tool has 24 items, which
are scored as yes (1) and no (0). The total score of the in-
strument is obtained by summing the scores of the items,
and the higher the score of the subject, the more likely is
an emotional divorce. It has four subscales, including the
feeling of separation from each other, feeling of loneli-
ness, the need for a companion, and boredom and rest-
lessness. After collecting the answers, if the number of
positive answers is equal to 8 or higher, it means that the
person’s marital life is subjected to separation and signs
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of emotional divorce are evident. The structural validity
of the questionnaire was approved using the factor anal-
ysis method and reported equal to 0.95 by Cronbach’s
alpha method [35]. The reliability of this questionnaire
was reported to be 0.93 in the study by Momeni and
Azadifard through Cronbach’s alpha [24]. In the present
study, the reliability of this scale was found to be 0.89 by
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient.

3. Results

Participants in the study were 175 infertile women and
29.14% (51 people) of them had started their marital life
for six years and more, 64% (112 people) for 3-5 years,
and 6.85% (12 people) for 1-2 year(s). In terms of educa-
tion level, 41.14% (72 people) had a diploma and lower,
6.28% (11 people) had an associate degree, 35.42% (62
people) had a bachelor’s degree, and 14.28% (25 peo-
ple) had a master’s degree. In terms of socio-economic
classes, 27.42% (48 people) were at high, 50.85% (89
people) were at average, and 21.71% (38 people) were
at a low level. The mean participants’ age was 34+3.83
years. Among infertile women, 74% (n=130) had no his-
tory of infertility in their family and 25.71% (n=45) had
a history of infertility in their family.

According to the results of Table 1, there was a positive
and significant correlation between marital burnout and
emotional divorce and its subscales, including separa-
tion, feeling of loneliness and isolation, need for a com-
panion, feeling of loneliness, and its subscales of lack of
intimate relationships, and lack of social network.

The results of Table 2 showed that the assumptions of
data normality and collinearity of predictor variables were
valid. To determine the share of emotional divorce vari-
ables and its subscales, including separation, feeling of
loneliness and isolation, the need for a companion, feeling
of boredom, and feeling of loneliness and its subscales,
lack of intimate relationships, and lack of social network
in predicting marital burnout of infertile women, the mul-
tivariate regression analysis was used simultaneously.

The results of Table 3 showed that the correlation coef-
ficient between the dimensions of loneliness and marital
burnout in infertile women was 0.62 and was significant
at the level of 0.01 and using regression coefficients for
the lack of an intimate relationship (P<0.01, f=0.207),
lack of social network (P<0.01, p=0.152) and feeling of
loneliness (P<0.01, f=0.361) can predict marital burnout
in infertile women.
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Table 1. Mean+SD and Pearson correlation coefficients of the research variables

Variables Mean1SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Separation from each 4.67+1.45 1
other
2. Feeling of loneliness 4.45+1.13 0.26™ 1
3. The need for a com- 4.78+1.09 028" 031" 1
panion
4, Boredom 5.23+1.34 0.29" 0.25™ 0.40™ 1
5. The total score of the 15964387 061" 070" 071" 058" 1
emotional divorce
SHinaSCk SMMACERT  fogme gEr gel ¢ s o 1
7. Lack of social network 39.34+5.02 0.56" 0.49”  0.61 0.54™ 0.63" 0.45™ 1
8. Restlessness 68.03+11.19 0.58™ 0.53" 0.65™ 0.57" 0.60™" 0.77" 0.69™ 1
9. Marital burnout 83.2549.63 0.66™ 0.81" 0.79” 0.64™ 0.75" 0.73" 0.58™ 0.80™ 1
#P<0.05 LAl

The results of Table 4 showed that the correlation co-
efficient between the dimensions of emotional divorce
and marital burnout in infertile women was 0.65 and at
the level of 0.01, and using regression coefficients of
separation and distance (P<0.01, f=0.271), the feeling
loneliness and isolation (P<0.01, p=0.415), need for a
companion (P<0.01, $=0.302), feeling bored (P<0.01,
=0.294), and emotional divorce (P<0.01, f=0.447) can
predict marital burnout in infertile women.

4. Discussion

The aim of this study was to predict marital burnout
based on the feeling of loneliness and emotional divorce

in infertile women. The results showed that feeling of
loneliness and its dimensions could positively and signifi-
cantly predict marital burnout of infertile women. These
results are consistent with the findings of previous re-
search [36-41]. Feeling alone not only affected the quality
of the married life of couples but can also lead to intensifi-
cation of marital conflicts and boredom between couples.

The experience of infertility is associated with physical,
psychological, and social stress that affects all aspects
of a person’s life, reducing marital intimacy and self-es-
teem, and increasing the fear of separation, divorce, re-
jection, isolation, and psychosomatic disorders [41] Ka-
raca and Unsal also found that infertility has a negative

Table 2. Results of data normality and collinearity tests of predictor variables

Variables Kolmogorov and Smirnov The Variance of the Inflation Factor
Separation from each other 0.413 1.24
Feeling of loneliness 0.526 1.33
The need for a companion 0.380 1.54
Boredom 0.561 1.42
The total score of the emotional divorce 0.543 1.37
Lack of intimate relationships 0.652 1.23
Lack of social network 0.231 1.46
Restlessness 0.563 131
Marital burnout 0.127 1.47

LAzl
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Table 3. Results of multivariate regression analysis for the feeling of loneliness and marital burnout in infertile women

Non-Standard Standard
Predictive Variables R R? F Coefficients Coefficients T Sig.
B SD B
Constant 85.61 0.713 - 21.651 0.001
Lack of an intimate relationship 0.62 0.38 51.69" 0.612 1.410 0.207 6.514 0.005
Lack of social network 0.558 0.399 0.153 2.338 0.003
Feeling of loneliness 0.761 0.428 0.361 7.742 0.001

**P<0.01

effect on people’s self-concept and opinion [42]. Women
used psychological coping styles to overcome stress and
avoid societal pressures, and also they used traditional
methods of fertility that created a greater feeling of isola-
tion and loneliness. Infertile women suffer from various
psychosocial problems due to infertility and to deal with
it, they use more emotional coping methods [42].

Tsapelas et al. assessed couples with the marriage age
of 9 years and showed that marital burnout is directly
or indirectly affected by events and problems related to
the marital relationship that can prevent the satisfaction
of psychological and emotional needs of spouses [43].
Items, such as not having children, lack of intimacy, and
boredom provide the background for the formation of
cold emotional relationships that lead to low marital sat-
isfaction, marital burnout, and feeling of loneliness [43].
The findings can be explained as follows: because sex-
ual satisfaction for spouses is one of the most important
determinants of marital satisfaction, infertility affects
sexual satisfaction and marital burnout occurs leading to
feelings of loneliness and isolation for infertile women.

On the other hand, according to Weiss’s theory, loneli-
ness due to social isolation or social deprivation prepares
a person for mood disorders and other emotional and be-
havioral injuries in personal and marital life. According to
this model, when a couple feels lonely with a couple in the
form of social isolation, the person does not move towards
interaction with his spouse and may block all paths of in-
teraction. Eventually, the couple’s relationship conflicts if
one or both couples have a feeling of loneliness based on
emotional isolation. In the second type of loneliness, peo-
ple avoid expressing their feelings and emotions and feel
that they cannot share their emotions with others. Whether
the couples share their emotions or the other person does
not understand these emotions, this causes the couple to
separate from each other and marital conflicts [44].

Also, it can be explained that marital boredom is caused
by some irrational expectations, inattention of couples to
each other’s needs, and inability to manage emotions and
has physical, and psychological, and emotional symp-
toms. People with this syndrome feel ruined in life and
have a pessimistic view of their spouse and feel that they
cannot change the situation. For this reason, they decide

Table 4. Results of multivariate regression analysis of the effect of emotional divorce on marital burnout in infertile women

Non-Standard Standard
Predictive Variables R R? F Coefficients Coefficients T Sig.
B Sd R
Constant 92.54 0.674 - 16.03 0.005
Separation 0.632 1.566 0.271 4.56 0.001
Feeling of loneliness 0.65 0.42 63.04™ 0.418 2.169 0.415 244 0.003
The need for a companion 0.561 1.175 0.302 5.35 0.006
Boredom 0.712 1.805 0.294 7.11 0.005
Emotional divorce 0.761 1.352 0.427 9.34 0.001

**P<0.01; **P<0.05
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to spend the little energy that is left for them, and be-
cause they do not try to change the situation, the distance
between them is increased, and in the end, this situation
leads to marital dissatisfaction, conflict, and boredom.
Another finding of our study was that emotional divorce
and its dimensions could predict marital boredom of in-
fertile women. This finding is consistent with the results
of previous studies [45-52]. When a marriage fails to
prevent loneliness in the person, anger, bitterness, and
emotional rejection occur, which eventually leads to the
tendency of people to separate and divorce.

The inherent importance of motherhood for women has
made infertility a serious threat to pleasurable emotions
and feelings, and as a result, to the marital relationship.
Infertility is one of the main causes of dissatisfaction and
incompatibility of infertile couples and gradually causes
stress, the feeling of frustration, and social withdrawal
[53]. Because infertile women have unpleasant thoughts
and feelings about the past and the future and the story
of their life, which is a sort of being sacrificed, they thus
lose “being in the present” and this causes strengthening
the attitude of infertility and reducing the psychological
and emotional relationship with the spouse and conse-
quently, reducing the quality of marital life.

Having a negative attitude towards infertility and not
having children exacerbates the problem of women’s
infertility and reduces their mental health [54]. There-
fore, given the negative and unpleasant consequences of
infertility in women, after a while, it creates a feeling
of frustration and social withdrawal in them, which in-
creases their feeling of loneliness. In addition, infertility
leads to a decrease in the psychological and emotional
relationship with the spouse, which creates the ground
for emotional divorce. Accordingly, the occurrence of
serious marital burnout in infertile women is affected by
these two negative complications, namely loneliness and
emotional divorce.

Marital boredom is a gradual decrease in emotional
attachment to the spouse, which is accompanied by
feelings of alienation, apathy, and indifference between
couples and replacing negative emotions with positive
emotions, and causes the loss of initial enthusiasm, emo-
tional attachment, and commitment. Boredom is a kind
of feeling of depression in cohabitation, while excite-
ment facilitates the relationship between couples, and
this in itself makes people closer to each other, which is
the end product of these conditions to increase the level
of satisfaction in the long run. This closeness between
couples through well-known mechanisms, such as com-
mitment, responding to the partner, trust, etc., increases

September & October 2021. Volume 11. Number 5

the level of satisfaction of couples, and the important
point is that couples through exciting activities and cre-
ating joy in their relationships will reduce the level of
boredom and reciprocally, reduce the likelihood of any
marital burnout and emotional divorce.

Marriage is the source of some of our deepest feelings
and emotions, such as love, hate, anger, fear, sadness, and
pleasure, and how much a couple can understand these
strong emotions talk about them, and manage them plays
a crucial role in their marital satisfaction and preventing
emotional divorce. Expression of emotions plays a major
role in the happiness and continuity of married life, and
happy couples constantly express reactions, such as love
and affection for each other and make appropriate jokes in
their interactions with each other. People with high emo-
tional expression are more likely to be able to effectively
resolve problems, distinguish differences through precise
and subtle emotional conversations, and use problem-
solving skills to increase intimacy in marital relationships
and prevent them from emotional divorce. When some
people feel that their spouse is not available, respondent,
and is critical instead, they mostly use emotional strate-
gies that unintentionally increase tension in their relation-
ship and make the union between them weaker.

These strategies include either blaming anxiously or
showing cold shoulder. When a spouse is not aware of
his or her spouse’s emotional response in crisis and is not
sure that she or he is available enough to respond emo-
tionally, he or she starts to feel incertitude. This feeling
causes that every spouse feels that is alone to encounter
stress and anxiety in life. Moreover, this could lead to an
emotional divorce between the couples and eventually,
result in boredom and divorce.

5. Conclusion

According to the research findings, it can be concluded
that feelings of loneliness and emotional divorce are
complications of infertility in women that play a role in
predicting marital burnout in infertile women. Because
infertile women often make many unsuccessful attempts
to conceive, they experience a great deal of helplessness
and failure to achieve a spiritual need, that is, to have
children, which after a while, leads to a feeling of iso-
lation and inner loneliness. Also, the desire for sexual
relations and psychological and emotional interactions
that are the basis and necessity of an effective marital
relationship decreases in infertile women, which creates
the ground for the formation of indifference and emo-
tional divorce in the marital relationship. Thus, the nega-
tive consequences of infertility, which lead to the feeling
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of loneliness and emotional divorce in infertile women,
create a negative attitude towards not having children for
them and prevent them from experiencing an effective
marital relationship in couples, and make them burnout
and bored of married life. It was not possible to compare
infertile women with infertile men considering the stud-
ied variables. Using of available sampling method which
could be associated with inherent error was not possible
which disrupted the generalization of findings.
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