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Available Online: 23 Dec 2024 :  [s]JT¥S52: Divorce is an important life event that profoundly affects individuals’ emotional and social

lives, particularly their interpersonal intimacy. This study aims to explore the lived experiences of
divorced women in Canada regarding their interpersonal intimacy, identifying their challenges and
transformations after divorce.

[VETEYE Thisis a qualitative study. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 23 divorced women
aged 28-54 years in Richmond Hill, Ontario, from April to July 2023, who had divorced at least in the past
year. The interviews explored their emotional transitions, social support networks, self-perception, and
future outlook on relationships. Data were analyzed using thematic content analysis in NVivo software.
[[EEMTE Four main themes were identified: Emotional Transition, Social Support/Isolation, Identity/
Self-Perception, and Future Outlook/Relationships. These themes had some subthemes and concepts,
revealing the grieving and self-discovery process, the pivotal role of social networks and societal views,
role reevaluation and identity, and the cautious optimism towards building new intimate relationships.
[@TEIERT The complex interaction between emotional, social, and personal factors shapes the

Key words: experiences of interpersonal intimacy after divorce in Canadian women. The findings highlight the
Divorce, Interpersonal importance of supportive networks, societal acceptance, and personal growth in navigating the
intimacy, Emotional : complexities of interpersonal intimacy after divorce. This study contributes to a deeper understanding
transition, Social sup- of the challenges and opportunities that divorced women in Canada face in their relationships, offering
port, Self-Perception insights for therapeutic and social support interventions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

he phenomenon of divorce and its after-

math on individuals® interpersonal inti-

macy and psychological well-being has

been a focal point of research in various

disciplines. Notably, the transition through
and after divorce encapsulates a myriad of emotional, so-
cial, and psychological challenges that significantly affect
one’s capacity for intimacy and relationship dynamics [1-
8]. As an important life event, divorce invariably precipi-
tates a profound re-evaluation of self and others in the ma-
trix of intimate relationships [9-14]. Gabardi and Rosén
provided an early exploration into how family disruptions
caused by divorce engender distinct attitudinal and rela-
tional patterns among college students, suggesting that
the ripple effects of divorce extend beyond the relational
realms. The subsequent emotional transition after divorce
is marked by a gamut of emotional responses, with griev-
ing processes delineated as key components [15].

The grieving is not only for the loss of a partner but also

for the loss of entire shared life narratives, underscoring
the interaction between loss and the reconstruction of
identity and intimacy [16]. The emerging adults are sus-
ceptible to the negative effects of parental divorce, com-
plicating their intimate relationships. Giovazolias and
Paschalidi indicated the effect of rejection sensitivity on
the fear of intimacy, elucidating how parental divorce can
increase rejection and hinder the development of intimate
relationships [17].

The fear of intimacy, along with the vulnerability caused
by divorce, underscores the intricate challenges that the
people affected by divorce face in building new intimate
relationships. The psychological consequences of divorce
for women, in particular, have been the focus of many
studies. Iri et al. and Noroozi et al [18]. evaluated the ef-
fectiveness of psychological interventions, such as ac-
ceptance and commitment therapy and trauma-focused
cognitive-behavioral therapy, in mitigating psychologi-
cal distress and promoting psychosocial adjustment in
divorced women [16]. These interventions consider the
resilience and adaptability of divorced women.

The socio-cultural context within which divorce unfolds
also plays a critical role in shaping the post-divorce expe-
riences. Ji and Yan showed how societal norms and cul-
tural contexts influence the intimacy needs and psycho-
social factors associated with intimacy in divorced and
widowed older Chinese women [19].
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This implies the importance of considering the broader
socio-cultural context in understanding the different ex-
periences of divorced women regarding interpersonal
intimacy. Furthermore, the dynamics of self-disclosure
and perceived partner responsiveness, as explored by
Laurenceau et al., elucidated the foundational elements of
intimacy in interpersonal relationships. Their work high-
lights the critical role of mutual vulnerability and respon-
siveness in cultivating deep, meaningful relationships,
offering valuable insights into how divorced women can
navigate new intimate relationships [20].

Navabinejad et al. emphasized the role of family struc-
ture and intimacy and highlighted how different family
dynamics can influence the emotional consequences of
divorce [21]. Yang and McDonnell assessed the impact
of social structures and family systems and indicated that
cultural factors are crucial in shaping family interactions
and intimacy [5]. Jafari and Jafari discussed the effects of
cultural marginalization and social competence on fam-
ily functioning and suggested that marginalized cultural
groups may face unique challenges in maintaining social
competence and family cohesion after divorce.

Atapour and Darbani indicated the importance of cultur-
ally tailored interventions in couple therapy to enhance
marital intimacy and reported that recognizing and in-
tegrating cultural dynamics can significantly improve
therapeutic outcomes for divorced individuals [22]. These
studies show the need to consider socio-cultural contexts
in understanding the experiences of divorced women with
fear of intimacy.

In addition to emotional and psychological conse-
quences, divorce can cause significant social challenges,
including alterations in social networks and social stigma.
Lavelle and Smock indicated the risk of health insurance
loss after divorce in women, which can complicate the re-
covery from emotional and psychological problems [23].
Digital advancement has introduced new methods to form
and maintain intimate relationships after divorce [24]. Lee
et al. explored the effects of online self-disclosure on rela-
tionship intimacy and satisfaction and suggested that digi-
tal platforms may serve as a means of either connection or
tension in post-divorce relationships [25].

In this study, we want to contribute to the ongoing dis-
course on the reconstruction of intimacy after divorce ac-
cording to the perspectives of divorced women. We seek
to address divorce’s challenges and opportunities in inter-
personal intimacy based on the belief that understanding
the nuanced experiences of divorced women is crucial in
fostering supportive environments that promote healing,
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growth, and the successful navigation of new intimate re-
lationships. In this regard, this study aims to explore the
lived experiences of divorced Canadian women regarding
interpersonal intimacy.

Methods

This is a qualitative study. Participants were recruited
from the Richmond Hill area of Ontario, Canada, from
April to July 2023 using purposive and snowball sam-
pling techniques and after reaching theoretical saturation
when no new themes or insights emerged from the semi-
structured interviews. The interview covered topics re-
lated to personal experiences of intimacy before, during,
and after divorce, changes in perceptions of intimacy, and
the role of sociocultural factors in shaping these percep-
tions. The interviews took 45-90 minutes and were audio-
recorded and transcribed verbatim for analysis. The data
analysis was done using a thematic analysis approach in
NVivo software. This method involved a rigorous process
of coding the data in iterative cycles, identifying patterns,
and constructing themes related to the participant’s expe-
riences of interpersonal intimacy after divorce.

Results

Participants were 23 divorced women with different de-
mographic characteristics shown in Table 1. The analysis
revealed a multifaceted exploration of the experiences of
divorced women concerning interpersonal intimacy, orga-
nized into four main themes: Emotional Transition, Social
Support/Isolation, Identity/Self-Perception, and Future Out-
look/Relationships. Each theme encompasses a range of sub-
themes and concepts, which are detailed in Table 2.

Discussion

Our study explored the experiences of divorced Canadi-
anwomen regarding how they navigate new interpersonal
relationships after divorce, which led to the identification
of four primary themes: Emotional transition, social sup-
port/isolation, identity/self-perception, and future outlook/
relationships. The emotional transition theme indicated
the grieving and self-discovery processes, consistent with
the findings of Iri et al. regarding the psychological ad-
justments required after divorce [16], Gabardi and Rosén
who noted the profound impact of divorce on individual
psyches, necessitating the re-evaluation of personal and
relational identities [15]. The grieving process, marked by
sadness and acceptance, supports Iri et al.’s observations
on the psychological impacts of divorce, underscoring the
necessity of navigating emotional upheavals to achieve
psychological adjustment [16].
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The emphasis on self-discovery and empowerment
among women in our study aligns with Giovazolias and
Paschalidi’s discussions on the importance of addressing
the fear of intimacy, suggesting that overcoming emotion-
al barriers is crucial for fostering healthy future relation-
ships [17]. The social support/isolation theme highlighted
the pivotal role of social networks and societal percep-
tions, consistent with Lavelle and Smock’s discussions
on the socio-economic challenges divorced women face
[23]. The stigma associated with divorce, as found in this
theme, is in line with the societal views discussed by Ji
and Yan, emphasizing the cultural dimensions of divorce
that can influence women’s experiences of intimacy [19].
The identity/self-perception theme is consistent with Lau-
renceau et al.’s findings on the importance of self-disclo-
sure in intimate relationships [20].

The role re-evaluation subtheme reflects a broader soci-
etal narrative where divorced women navigate the com-
plexities of redefining identity and intimacy needs after
divorce. Finally, the Future Outlook/Relationships theme
indicated cautious optimism and resilience among di-
vorced women in forming new relationships, supported
by Lee et al.’s findings on the impact of online disclosure
on relationship intimacy [25]. This is consistent with Lee
et al.’s findings regarding the effects of online disclosure
on relationship intimacy, who indicated the potential of
digital platforms to facilitate meaningful connections
[25]. Regarding the trust and communication subthemes,
our results are consistent with Vitek and Yeater’s findings
related to the impact of sexual violence on relationships,
who suggested the necessity of addressing past traumas to
foster healthy future relationships [26].

The identified themes underscore the multifaceted na-
ture of post-divorce recovery and the quest for intimacy.
Our findings confirm the notion that emotional adjust-
ment, societal support, and role re-evaluation are pivotal
for women in managing the complexities of interpersonal
intimacy after divorce.

The results of this study revealed a multifaceted na-
ture of post-divorce interpersonal intimacy (emotional,
social, and psychological dimensions) among divorced
Canadian women. Our findings align with Navabinejad
et al.’s results, which emphasized the significant role of
family structure and intimacy on the emotional outcomes
of divorce [21]. Participants in our study highlighted the
profound impact of their pre-divorce family dynamics on
their post-divorce emotional transitions. Many women
described their grieving process as deeply intertwined
with the loss of their established family structures. This
connection between family structure and emotional well-

Rostami M, et al. Interpersonal Intimacy Experiences of Divorced Canadian Women. 1JPCP. 2024; 30:E4964.1.




Iranian Journal of

PSYCHIATRY AND CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY

2024, Volume 30

Table 1. Participants’ demographic characteristics (n=23)

Characteristic No.
28-34 5

Age (y) 35-44 10
45-54 8
Low 8

Economic status Moderate 10
High 5
High school diploma 6
Educational level Bachelor’s degree 9
Master’s degree or higher 8

Full-time 15
Employment status Part-time 5
Unemployed 3

3-10 7

Length of marriage (years) 11-20 10
21-25 6

0 7

Number of children 1-2 11
>3 5

Caucasian 12

African American 4

Ethnicity Asian 3
Hispanic 2

Other 2
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being emphasizes the importance of addressing familial
contexts in post-divorce support interventions. Yang and
McDonnell reported that social structures and family sys-
tems are crucial in shaping individuals’ intimate relation-
ships after divorce [5].

Some women in our study reported cultural norms and
societal expectations as critical factors influencing their
ability to build new relationships or rebuild their social
networks after divorce. These cultural influences can ei-
ther support or hinder the emotional recovery process,

depending on the societal context and the level of stigma
associated with divorce. This finding emphasizes the need
for culturally sensitive interventions that acknowledge
and address these societal pressures. Jafari and Jafari in-
vestigated the challenges faced by marginalized groups
and suggested that social competence and family func-
tioning are often compromised in these groups [27]. Our
findings indicated that divorced women from culturally
marginalized groups encounter obstacles, such as high
societal judgment and limited access to supportive net-
works. Cultural marginalization can exacerbate isolation
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Table 2. The emerged themes, sub-themes, and concepts
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Theme Sub-theme

Concepts (Open Codes)

Grieving Process

Rediscovery the Self
Emotional Transition

Coping Strategies
Emotional Barriers to New Relationships
Social Networks Changes
Stigma and Societal Views
Social Support/Isolation
Role of Technology

Professional Support

Role Re-evaluation

Identity/Self-Perception Body Image

Sexual Identity

Readiness for New Relationships

Trust and Vulnerability

Future Outlook/Rela- Communication in Relationships

tionships

Perspectives on Marriage and Commitment

Role of Children and Family

Sadness, Denial, Acceptance, Loneliness, Seeking support,
Emotional resilience, Yearning for the past

Empowerment, Self-love, Identity shift, Personal growth,
Independence, Self-reflection, New interests

Therapy, Spirituality, Hobbies, Social support, Physical activity,
Mindfulness, Journaling
Fear of rejection, Trust issues, Emotional baggage,
Vulnerability, Self-doubt, Guardedness, Being ready to date
again
Loss of mutual friends, Gaining new friendships, Family
support, Community involvement, Networking events,
Supporting group participation

Judgment, Stereotypes, Supportive vs. unsupportive cultures,
Privacy concerns, Misconceptions, Public perception

Social media, Dating apps, Online support groups, Privacy
issues, Virtual connections, Online dating experiences

Counselors, Legal advice, Financial planning, Therapists, Career
coaching, Wellness programs

Parental roles, Career impact, Financial independence, Social
roles, Life priorities, Personal values

Self-esteem, Health and fitness, Beauty standards, Aging
concerns, Body acceptance, Focus on wellness

Desire, Self-expression, Sexual confidence, Exploring sexuality,
Consent, Intimacy needs

Emotional availability, Setting boundaries, Expectations,
Openness to love, Dating intentions, Self-worth in
relationships

Building trust, Fear of vulnerability, Past influences, Emotional
safety, Healing process, Sharing personal stories

Openness, Honesty, Emotional expression, Conflict resolution,
Listening skills, Empathy, Negotiating needs

Marriage perspectives, Commitment fears, Legal and financial
considerations, Independence vs. partnership, Alternatives to
marriage, Personal commitment beliefs

Co-parenting, Blended families, Child welfare, Family
dynamics, Parenting styles, Integrating new partners

and hinder the development of healthy interpersonal re-
lationships after divorce. It is important to develop sup-
port systems to meet the needs of marginalized divorced
women, ensuring that they receive adequate emotional
and social support after divorce.

The role of cultural dynamics in therapeutic interven-
tions is also important, as reported by Atapour and Dar-
bani [22], who highlighted the effectiveness of culturally
tailored couple therapy in enhancing marital intimacy and
suggested that recognizing and integrating cultural fac-
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tors can significantly improve therapeutic outcomes [22].
The participants in our study who had received culturally
tailored therapy reported better emotional resilience and
a more positive outlook on future relationships. These
therapeutic approaches, which consider cultural norms
and values, can enable divorced women to navigate their
emotional journeys more effectively after divorce.

This study, despite providing significant insights into
the experiences of divorced women in Canada, had some
limitations. The sample size was small, and the focus

Rostami M, et al. Interpersonal Intimacy Experiences of Divorced Canadian Women. 1JPCP. 2024; 30:E4964.1.




2024, Volume 30

on women from Richmond Hill, Ontario, may limit the
generalizability of the findings to broader populations.
Additionally, the use of semi-structured interviews, al-
though rich in detail, may not capture the full spectrum of
experiences, particularly for those who may find it chal-
lenging to articulate their feelings verbally. The qualita-
tive design of this study may preclude the establishment
of causal relationships between divorce and subsequent
experiences of intimacy in women. Future studies should
include women with other demographic characteristics
and geographical areas to enhance the generalizability
of findings. Further quantitative studies can complement
this qualitative research, offering broader insights into the
prevalence of certain themes and the potential for statis-
tical correlations between divorce and outcomes related
to interpersonal intimacy. Moreover, further longitudinal
studies for following up of divorced women over time can
provide deeper insights into their experiences and strate-
gies for navigating post-divorce life.

Conclusion

This qualitative study identified four main themes en-
capsulating the experiences of divorced women in Can-
ada regarding interpersonal intimacy after divorce. These
themes included Emotional Transition, Social Support/
Isolation, ldentity/Self-Perception, and Future Outlook/
Relationships. Each theme has various sub-themes, pro-
viding a detailed understanding of the experiences of di-
vorced Canadian women as they navigate their paths to-
ward making new relationships. The findings indicate the
resilience and adaptability of divorced Canadian women
in overcoming societal and emotional barriers to rebuild
their lives and foster new intimate relationships after di-
vorce. The findings contribute valuable insights into the
psychological and social dynamics of the post-divorce
period in Canadian women, highlighting the importance
of supportive networks, societal acceptance, and personal
growth in navigating the complexities of interpersonal in-
timacy after divorce.
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