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Background: Psychoanalytic theories suggest that shared unconscious fantasies and defenses are the
foundational elements of both marital fit and conflict. Despite this, research in this area is limited.
By uncovering these unconscious processes, couples therapists can empower couples to address the
root causes of their relationship difficulties and foster healthier connections.

Aims: The study sought to explore shared unconscious fantasies and defenses that contribute to both
marital fit and conflict through a phenomenological approach.

Methods: This qualitative study employed an interpretive phenomenological approach. The study
population consisted of all couples experiencing marital conflict who had referred to counseling and
psychology centers in Tabriz during the year 1403. A purposive sampling method was used to select
one couple for the study. Data were collected through semi-structured in-depth interviews based on
the principle of saturation. The data were analyzed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis
(IPA).

Results: The couple’s fantasies were categorized into five specific types: fear and avoidance, power
and control, validation and acceptance, deprivation and frustration, and self-blame and devaluation
versus blaming and devaluing the partner. The couple’s defenses were identified as three types of
projective identification: Complementary, Reciprocal, and Concordant. Furthermore, avoidance of
intimacy was recognized as the most significant defense employed by the couple, perpetuating their
ongoing conflict.

Conclusion: The findings revealed that the couple's shared unconscious fantasies and defenses
contributed to both unconscious fit and a vicious cycle of conflicts in their relationship. These findings
can provide valuable insights into the complexities of couple relationships and enrich couple therapy.
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Introduction

Despite marriage bein recognized as the foundation
of family and one of the most intimate relationships,
rising divorce rates worldwide indicate that
maintaining successful marital relationships is
challenging. Various factors, such as personality
traits, decreased romantic feelings, and marital
conflicts, significantly impact marital satisfaction
(Moridi et al., 2023; cited in Fatemi et al., 2025, and
Abbasi, 2018; cited in Salayani et al., 2024). Research
suggests that partner selection relies not only on
similarities but also on differences and
complementarity between partners. Additionally, the
concept of a "shared unconscious fantasy" has
emerged as a significant factor in the formation,
maintenance, and conflict of marital relationships.
These fantasies, which are rooted in childhood
experiences, can attract partners to one another but
may also lead to conflicts (Morgan, 2019; Scharff &
Scharff, 2019; Dicks, 2014). Shared unconscious
defenses have also been identified as mechanisms that
protect individuals from anxiety and internal conflicts
within marital relationships (Morgan, 2022). Shared
unconscious fantasies and defenses are powerful tools
in couple’s therapy, providing a deeper understanding
of the complexities of marital relationships. These
concepts help therapists uncover the root causes of
marital conflicts and guide couples toward healthier
connections. By identifying and analyzing these
unconscious mechanisms, couples can better
understand each other's behaviors and break free from
the destructive patterns perpetuated by these
fantasies. Essentially, these concepts empower
couple therapists to assist couples in recognizing their
deeper needs and fostering healthier relationships.
Consequently, this research aims to answer the
following question: Which shared unconscious
fantasies and defenses contribute to marital fit and
conflict within matrimonial relationships?

Method

This study is a qualitative case study employing an
interpretive phenomenological approach. The study
population consisted of couples experiencing marital
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conflict who sought counseling services at
psychology centers in Tabriz during the year 1403.
The sample was selected purposively. Inclusion
criteria included being married for more than one
year, holding a university degree, demonstrating a
willingness to participate in interviews with their
spouse, experiencing marital conflict, and seeking
counseling services from clinics. The exclusion
criterion was the withdrawal of either spouse from the
study, despite the other spouse's continued
participation. In this study, in-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted with a couple
experiencing marital conflict. In case studies, the
sample size is determined by the number of
interviews conducted, which in this study was based
on the point of saturation. This research focused on a
couple who met the inclusion criteria. For this
purpose, ten interviews lasting between one and one
and a half hours were conducted with each spouse,
resulting in a total of 20 interviews until data
saturation was reached. The interviews were
conducted at the ARAM Counseling and Psychology
Center in Tabriz, and the data were collected in the
summer of 1403. The interview questions were
designed to allow couples to discuss their experiences
and feelings openly. The interviews were audio-
recorded and subsequently transcribed. The resulting
data  were analyzed using interpretive
phenomenological analysis (IPA). In this approach,
researchers sought to identify common patterns and
themes within the couples' narratives. To ensure
validity, the codes and themes were shared with the
participants for feedback. This process is known as
member checking (Birt et al., 2016). To enhance the
reliability of the findings, investigator triangulation
was employed, involving three experts in
psychoanalytic couple therapy in the data analysis
process.

Results

An interpretive phenomenological analysis of the
transcribed interview data yielded 68 initial codes,
which were condensed into 10 subthemes and
clustered into two main themes. The data analysis
revealed two main themes: the object relations matrix
and the individual history/personality of each partner.
The first main theme, the object relations matrix,
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encompassed six subthemes: primary object relations,
parental relationship dynamics, object choice and
attractive qualities of the spouse, relationship
dynamics with the spouse's family, the image of the
spouse's family, and couple relationship dynamics.
The second main theme, individual history and
personality, included four subthemes: significant
experiences, self-concept, desires and needs, and
defenses. Based on the themes identified through
interpretive phenomenological analysis, five shared
unconscious fantasies were identified: distance and
fear, power and control, validation and acceptance,
deprivation and frustration, and self-blame and
devaluation versus blaming and devaluing the partner
in the couple's relationship. Additionally, three shared
unconscious defenses were identified:
complementary,  reciprocal, and  concordant
projective identification in the couple's relationship.
In essence, the analysis revealed that a shared fear of
intimacy, manifested as a mutual avoidance of
closeness, served as both a point of connection and a
source of conflict for the couple. Their relationship,
lacking initial passion and intensity, allowed both
partners to maintain a sense of control. This dynamic
enabled the man to dominate his emotions and avoid
vulnerability, while the woman experienced a sense
of autonomy and protection from internal conflicts.

Conclusion

The primary objective of this research was to identify
the shared unconscious fantasies and defenses that
influence the marital fit and conflict of the studied
couples. This research demonstrates that individuals'
early relationships with primary caregivers,
particularly parents, play a significant role in shaping
their interpersonal and emotional patterns in
adulthood, especially within marital relationships.
Data analysis reveals that early childhood
experiences in object relations, that is, internalized
patterns of relationships with others, have a profound
impact on partner selection, marital relationship
quality, and even relationship conflicts. These
findings align with psychoanalytic theories positing
that early relationships influence personality
development and interpersonal relationships. In other
words, to better understand marital difficulties, it is
essential to examine the roots of these issues in
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individuals' early relationships. The findings of this
study indicate that partner selection and marital fit
extend beyond overt physical and personality traits,
also involving an unconscious level of fit between
partners. In the following sections, we will delve into
the shared unconscious fantasies and defenses
identified within the couple's relationship.

Fear and Avoidance Shared Unconscious Fantasy:
In this couple, the man, due to a childhood filled with
neglect, experiences insecurity in close relationships
and fears self-disclosure. Conversely, the woman,
influenced by past experiences,  requires
independence  and  emotional  distance  in
relationships. These two individuals have been
unconsciously drawn to each other because their
unconscious fantasies of distance and fear align.
Power and Control Shared Unconscious Fantasy:
In this relationship, both the man and the woman are
unconsciously seeking power and control over one
another. The man's unconventional sexual desires
indicate a desire for dominance, while the woman's
responses, Wwhether submissive or resistant,
perpetuate this power dynamic. In the realm of
finances, both partners strive for financial
independence and career success to exert greater
control over their lives and the relationship. Overall,
this couple is entangled in a complex interplay of
power and control, manifested in all aspects of their
shared life.

Validation and Acceptance Shared Unconscious
Fantasy: Both individuals in this relationship are
entangled in a shared unconscious fantasy rooted in
feelings of inadequacy and a need for external
validation. The man emphasizes his sexual
performance, while the woman exhibits concerns
about her appearance, revealing a tendency to equate
their self-worth with their ability to fulfill others'
expectations. This shared fantasy stems from
underlying feelings of incompetence and a pervasive
desire for approval in various aspects of their lives.
Deprivation and Frustration Shared Unconscious
Fantasy: A childhood marked by neglect and
deprivation has created a recurring pattern in this
couple's lives. They replicate the same pattern of
deprivation and neglect they experienced in their
childhood within their adult relationships. The man
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continues to avoid meeting his partner's emotional
and financial needs, while the woman, instead of
striving to change this situation, becomes complicit in
this cycle of failure. As a result, both individuals feel
deprived and unfulfilled in the relationship,
unconsciously perpetuating this dynamic.

Self-Blame and Devaluation versus Blaming and
Devaluing the Partner Shared Unconscious
Fantasy: The couple under study has become
ensnared in a destructive behavioral pattern where
both partners, instead of acknowledging their
strengths and values, engage in self-blame and self-
devaluation. The woman, by adopting a negative self-
image, assumes the role of an insignificant and
worthless individual, while her husband, in contrast,
positions himself as superior and entitled.

Shared Unconscious Defenses: This research
indicates that three primary types of projective
identification are present in the studied couple's
relationship, each contributing to their marital
conflicts in unique ways. These defenses include
complementary projective identification (both
partners project their feelings of inadequacy onto the
other), reciprocal projective identification (both
respond to each other's violence and power struggles),
and concordant projective identification (both
attribute undesirable aspects of themselves to the
other, and the other party identifies with this projected
role). In essence, this couple is trapped in a vicious
cycle where their childhood experiences have
significantly impacted their romantic relationships,
hindering the development of a healthy and fulfilling
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partnership. Due to its focus on a specific couple, this
research is limited in scope. Generalizing the findings
to all couples is challenging, and data analysis is
somewhat dependent on the researchers' subjective
interpretation. To achieve more comprehensive
results, future studies should employ larger sample
sizes and mixed methods to examine the impact of
social and cultural factors on marital conflicts.
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4. member checking
3. reliability
6. Investigator Triangulation
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I, saturation
2, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA)
3. validation
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