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Background: Proper formation of the couple's identity is an essential condition for stability of a
desirable marriage. Couple identity is culture-dependent and can take many forms and have different
consequences based on various factors such as the way the couples cooperate. Despite importance of
this topic, research seldom has been conducted to identify couple identity patterns in Iranian culture.
Aims: This study aimed to identify the couple identity patterns among women in Tehran.

Methods: The current research was conducted with a qualitative approach using Glaser’s grounded
theory method in Tehran (2022-2023). The sample included 16 married women in Tehran, who were
selected through purposive sampling (theoretical type). The data were collected through in-depth and
semi-structured interviews, and then the data were and analyzed using Glaser’s method in three steps:
open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.

Results: In the present study, four patterns of women's couple identity were identified: cooperative,
self-seeking-consoling, self-sacrificing and undeveloped identity. Each of these patterns are different
from each other based on the characteristics of the following five axes: manifestation of the couple's
personal identity, communication space, supportive-emotional space, power sharing space, and
consequences.

Conclusion: The results of the study demonstrate that due to the balanced contribution of the
relationship parties in the collaborative couple identity pattern, this pattern can be considered the
ideal relationship pattern as compared to the other patterns. It is recommended that the findings of
this study be made available to experts in the field in order that they can guide couples towards the
desired marital identity and improve the quality of marital relationships through education and
therapy.
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Introduction

Marriage is one of the most important human
relationships. Following the beginning of marriage,
people experience changes in their self-concept and
move from individual identity to shared identity
(Soulsby & Bennett, 2017). Shared identity moves
couples from individualism toward codependence
(Richey, 2022) and seems to be an antidote to self-
centered primacy, which is known as the root of many
relationship problems (Reid et al., 2006). Owen et al
(2017) demonstrated that the stronger the couple's
shared identity, the more willing they are to sacrifice
and the better the organization of relationships.
Putting coupleness into focus is also associated with
health consequences, and couples who have a strong
shared identity are more resilient in the face of
stressful factors (Afifi et al., 2016; Crowley & Miller,
2020). It should be noted that in a committed
relationship, couples contribute to different degrees in
construction of a shared identity; as a result, the
couple's identity can appear in two forms: balanced
and unbalanced. In a balanced couple identity, the
parties of the relationship have a relatively equal
share in formation of the couple identity, while in an
unbalanced couple identity, the role of one person is
more pronounced (Ahmad et al., 2017; Walsh & Neff,
2018). Couples who have created a balanced couple
identity in their relationships simultaneously
experience a sense of dependence and autonomy
(Reid & Ahmad, 2015), show more flexibility and use
more constructive coping strategies, and additionally,
they ignore their own interests in order to promote the
relationship (Gildersleeve et al., 2017; Swann et al.,
2009; Walsh & Neff, 2018). As mentioned, the
couple's identity quality can have constructive and
destructive consequences depending on the way it is
formed; therefore, investigating the types of couple
identity in different cultures is of considerable
importance. Considering the existing research gap in
this field, especially in Iranian culture, the aim of the
present study is to identify the couple identity
patterns; the researcher seeks to answer the following
guestion: How many types of couple identity patterns
can be identified from the perspective of Tehrani
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women and what are the characteristics of each
pattern?

Method

This study was a qualitative research based on
Glaser’s grounded theory approach. The population
included married women in Tehran, of which 16
women were selected through purposive sampling
(theoretical type). At the beginning of the research
process, a call for cooperation was organized; Then it
was shared on WhatsApp, Telegram and Instagram,
and the married women were invited to participate in
the study. The inclusion criteria were as follows: 1-
living together for at least five years, 2- lack of crisis
experience during the last three months, and 3-
consent for participating in the research. Insufficient
cooperation was also considered as the exclusion
criterion. The data were collected through in-depth
and semi-structured interviews and we reached the
saturation level after conducting 16 interviews. The
interviews lasted between 40 and 90 minutes. Data
analysis was done using Glaser's method and in three
steps: open coding, axial coding and theoretical
coding. In the first step, after transcribing the
interviews, the semantic units were specified in order
to identify the couple's identity patterns, and each
concept was assigned an open code. In the second
step, the open codes were compared with each other
and classified under the axial codes based on the
similarities between them. In the last step, based on
the relationship between the axial codes and other
categories, the theoretical codes representing the
couple's identity patterns were identified.

Results

So as to answer the research question, 16 people were
interviewed, whose demographic characteristics are
as follows:

According to the table, the average age and years of
marriage of the participants were 38.3 and 16,
respectively. Result of the analysis of the interviews
led us to four couples' identity patterns, which are
presented in Table 2 along with the axial and open
codes.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

No. age duration of marriage Number of children education employment
1 39 18 2 Bachelor’s housewife
2 26 7 1 High school housewife
3 26 7 2 Bachelor’s housewife
4 37 7 2 Master’s employed
5 46 25 2 High school housewife
6 37 11 1 Master’s housewife
7 63 39 2 High school housewife
8 53 30 1 High school housewife
9 37 11 2 Bachelor’s housewife
10 57 39 2 Middle school housewife
11 27 7 2 Associate’s housewife
12 27 8 1 High school employed
13 32 7 1 Ph.D. housewife
14 40 20 2 High school employed
15 35 13 3 Master’s housewife
16 31 7 1 Bachelor’s housewife
Table 2. Patterns of couple identity, its dimensions and indicators
theoretical axial codes: dimensions of couple identity patterns in Tehrani women
codes: manifestation of the : "
typology of couple's personal communication space LB IE-BneErE] power sharing space consequences
couple identity identity space
patterns open codes
- Playing a mutual
- Maintaining supportive-
individuality despite emotional role - Opbortunity t
cooperation - The possibility of pportunity to
- Considering oneself - Mutual companionship self-expression in a d_i s?r?LaLﬂ?gr? of exprgzssggﬁsiilftﬁgd 0
> and expressing oneself in the scope of the safe relationship ower in the relationshi
= - Respecting the privacy relationship - Sharing with one’s ?elationshi _Peace in tr?e
i) of the spouse and - Constructive dialogue spouse's emotions ) Contributionpof relationshi
© accepting the as the focus of the and responding the parties in _Satisfaction evith
=3 differences relationship constructively e relationshi
8 - Perception of oneness - Freedom of speech - Mutual cooperation based on g -Reduction%f
g and complementarity while respecting in doing housework capabilities conflicts and
= with spouse opinions - Sharing and -c ti trenathening of th
D - Emphasis on - Flexibility of the consultation in Ooperative strengtnening ot the
=3 Lo . : - ; " : decision-making marital bond
8 cooperation instead of relationship parties financial affairs - Satisfaction and - A positive attitude
© isolation -Having individual and - Mutual support to P

self-seeking-consoling couple identity

- Matching of couples
during the relationship
- Sacrifice to get the
satisfaction of spouse

- One party prioritizing
marriage and the other
prioritizing
individuality
- Ignoring oneself and
not expressing one's
existence with the aim
of reconciliation
- Higher adjustment of
one of the parties in the
face of differences
- More selflessness on
the one side and
selfishness on the other
- The necessity for
placement of one side in
the framework of the
other's desires

shared free time

- Dominant-submissive
pattern
- One party prioritizing
his/her own desire and
paying little attention
to the desires of the
other
- Predominance of one's
opinions while not
respecting the opinions
of the spouse
- unilateral flexibility
- Undesirable quantity
and quality of shared
leisure time

achieve the spouse's
personal goals

- Being encouraged of
one’s spouse’s

presence and support

- Supportive-
emotional role is
often the
responsibility of one
person
- Reduction of self-
disclosure following
unfavorable
responses
- Insufficient
cooperation of the
spouse in the affairs
of the children
- One-sided support
to help one’s spouse
achieve their personal
goals

flexibility in
dividing tasks

- Balance of power
in favor of one
side
- More contribution
of one person in
decision-making
- Dissatisfaction
with the unbalanced
distribution of rights
and duties

towards the future of
the relationship and its
stability

- Not being seen in the
marital relationship
- Disappointment
resulting from not
satisfaction of desires
- Feeling worn out in
the relationship
- Dissatisfaction with
marital relationship
- Threatening of the
survival of the
relationship
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theoretical axial codes: dimensions of couple identity patterns in Tehrani women
codes: manifestation of the : ;
typology of couple's personal communication space supportlg/e{;ggnotlonal power sharing space consequences
couple identity identity P
patterns open codes

self-sacrificing couple identity

- Fusion while degrading
a person's individuality
and lack of self-
expression
- Wife matching the

- Dominant-submissive
pattern

- Ignoring one's desire

for the benefit of one's
spouse

Higher self-solicited

. - . oo emotional-
- ggﬁ?i ?1?122?1(51%'0?12? - H:‘%frleir\)‘;%;glgpﬁg ‘ PP GELE B - i3 oTe - Satisfaction with
g the person spouse in the

accepting and
companionship
- Spouse's self-
centeredness in the
relationship and
following his/her own

person in the
relationship
- The person's silence
and not protesting
against his/her spouse's
undesirable behavior

- Internalization of
negative emotions
and lack of sharing

- Performing tasks

without expecting

wishes - Minimizing marital diiz g
- One-sided perception conflicts
of shared identity by the - Solving couple
person challenges by the person
- Lack of

- Feeling of separation
between couple
- Self-centeredness and

- Stubbornness and
confront with the
spouse

companionship and
mutual support
- Segregation of
duties and lack of
cooperation
Lack of security and

position of power
- Giving the main
decision-making

role to the spouse

- Exerting power
via pressure levers

marital relationship

- Peace and comfort

- Positive impact on
raising children

- Helplessness and
mental confusion

- Increase in conflicts

separation from the - Insistence on one's avoiding self- - Individual S
spouse position and lack of disclosure decision-making arldclgtzlf ?ér:?igg&acy
- Following one's desire flexibility - Not sharing with and lack of spouse's P

while ignoring the
spouse

- Unwillingness to spend
time with spouse

undeveloped couple identity

other side’s
emotions and

cooperation

children in the
relationship

unfavorable

responding
Disillusionment and
lack of belonging

Conclusion

The aim of the current study was to identify the
patterns of couple identity among Tehrani women. In
their marital relationships, Tehrani women show one
of these four identity patterns: cooperative, self-
seeking-consoling, self-sacrificing and undeveloped
couple identity. Each of these patterns has different
indicators in the five axes: manifestation of the
couple's personal identity, communication space,
supportive-emotional space, power sharing space,
and consequences. Based on the background of the
research, it is believed that the cooperative couple
identity pattern is aligned with the balanced couple
identity (Reid & Ahmad, 2015; Walsh & Neff, 2018).
The power-focused couple therapy theory tries to
teach couples how to go beyond their individual
identity and consider marriage as a unique entity. In
this theory, four basic tasks (commitment,
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cooperation, communication and community) are
defined for couples (Sheras & Koch-Sheras, 2006).
The explanation of the cooperative couple identity
model based on this theory shows us that the parties
of the relationship, while creating a shared identity,
maintain their own individual identity and have a
mutual contribution in terms of communication and
support, in such a way that the four mentioned tasks
are well fulfilled in this pattern. In the self-seeking-
consoling couple identity pattern, since the role of one
person in formation of the couple identity is more
prominent, it is considered equivalent to an
unbalanced couple identity (Kwang, 2012). The
greater contribution of one of the parties in formation
of the shared identity can also be seen in the
dimensions of communication, support and power
sharing in such a way that one of the parties holds the
authority and has a greater share in decision-making.
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Explaining this pattern based on Negi's contextual
theory (Goldenberg & Goldenberg, 2017), it seems
that fairness in the relationship is not respected and
the imbalance of rights and duties has adverse
consequences. The self-sacrificing couple identity
pattern is in line with the "defined identity pattern™ in
Pals’s (1999) research. According to Bowen's
intergenerational theory (Goldenberg & Goldenberg,
2017), in this pattern, the self-sacrificing person,
while ignoring his/her own identity, places the
identity of his/her partner as the center of the
relationship, which can indicate low differentiation
and fusion into another person’s identity. It is worth
noting that in this pattern, the self-sacrificing person's
satisfaction does not mean the desirable quality of the
relationship. Finally, undeveloped couple identity
pattern shows that despite the legal contract between
the parties of the relationship, it is believed that no
emotional bond and shared identity has been formed
between them, in a way that couples only consider
their own individuality. It should be mentioned that
these patterns have been formed in order to better
understand couple relationships and they are actually
more like a continuum on which every couple may be
placed in a certain position. This research had several
limitations. In this study, couple identity was
examined only from the perspective of women, and
men's perception of couple identity was neglected. In
addition, the interviews were conducted only with
participants who have reached the stage of
parenthood, so the results do not reflect the
experience of women who do not have children. It is
recommended that in order to further investigate the
patterns of couple identity in Iranian culture, similar
studies be also conducted on men and in other cities.
Itis also recommended that, using the findings of this

Vol. 23, No. 140, 2024

study, experts in the fields of couple therapy and
family therapy, guide couples towards the ideal
couple identity and take measures to enhance the
quality of their relationship.
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