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Background: Interpersonal emotion regulation is a component that has recently gained
considerable attention and plays an important role in couple relationships. However, there
is no research specifically examining interpersonal emotion regulation strategies in couples,
and there is limited knowledge in this area

Aims: The present study aimed to investigate interpersonal emotion regulation strategies
among married couples of Tehran.

Methods: This study was a qualitative, phenomenological research. The participants
comprised 15 married individuals from Tehran, selected through convenience sampling
during 2022 to 2024. Sampling continued until data saturation was achieved. Semi-
structured interviews were used, with open-ended questions tailored to the research
objectives, followed by probing questions to explore interpersonal emotion regulation
strategies. Data was analyzed using the Colaizzi method and MAXQDA software version
2020.

Results: After analyzing the data, two main themes emerged: supportive behaviors and
avoidant behaviors, with six sub-themes: verbal support, activity-based support, non-verbal
support, problem-solving support, constructing distancing, and avoidance of perceived
emotional experiences.

Conclusion: Our findings helped to understand interpersonal emotion regulation strategies
among lIranian couples and could be utilized in training programs for addressing
interpersonal issues and enhancing the quality of marital relationships in Iran.
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Introduction

Emotion regulation is one of the most salient
components of a marital relationship, and a healthy
and successful marital relationship  requires
regulating a diverse range of emotions (Haase et al.,
2023). Recent studies have introduced the concept of
interpersonal emotion regulation, which occurs when
someone regulates their partner’s emotions (extrinsic
emotion regulation) or when someone regulates their
own emotions using their partner (intrinsic
interpersonal emotion regulation) (Zaki & Williams,
2013). Interpersonal emotion regulation is a
regulatory strategy related to social interactions,
meaning that in interpersonal emotion regulation,
individuals actively regulate each other's emotions
(Zaki & Williams, 2013). Interpersonal emotion
regulation plays a significant role in enhancing couple
relationships, as partners can use each other's support
to regulate their own emotions and purposefully
elevate their partner's emotions to achieve an optimal
emotional atmosphere (Lemay et al., 2024).

Zaki and Williams (2013) in their approach to
interpersonal emotion regulation demonstrated that
interpersonal emotion regulation can be divided into
two categories: internal versus external, and
response-dependent versus response-independent.
Internal interpersonal emotion regulation refers to the
process where an individual initiates social contact to
regulate their own emotional experiences. In contrast,
external interpersonal emotion regulation is a process
through which an individual regulates the emotions of
someone else. These processes can be either
response-dependent or response-independent. A
process is response-dependent when it relies on a
specific response from another person, and it is
response-independent when it does not require a
specific response from the other party (Gokdag et al.,
2019).

Although some studies have investigated
interpersonal emotion regulation, to our knowledge,
no studies have specifically examined it within a
marital relationship. Furthermore, most studies have
utilized quantitative methods to investigate
interpersonal emotion regulation, which has certain
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limitations, highlighting the need for qualitative
research methods in this field. Additionally, most
research in this field has been conducted in Western
cultures, which differ from Iranian cultures, resulting
in a paucity of research within the context of Iranian
culture. As a result, the present study aims to
investigate  interpersonal ~ emotion  regulation
strategies among married couples in Tehran using a
phenomenological research method.

Method

This study was a qualitative, phenomenological
research. The participants comprised 15 married
individuals from  Tehran, selected through
convenience sampling from 2022 to 2024. Sampling
continued until data saturation was achieved. Semi-
structured interviews were used, with open-ended
questions tailored to the research objectives, followed
by probing questions to explore interpersonal
emotion regulation strategies. The interviews were
conducted via video call using Google Meet software.
The inclusion criteria were: 1- Being married (official
permanent marriage), 2- Both the couples being
Iranian, and 3- The couple not being in the process of
divorce. The exclusion criteria included 1-
Participants’ lack of desire to continue the interview
and 2- The recorded interview session being damaged
or unclear. Recruiting and selecting participants
involved posting messages on social media under the
title of a call for research collaboration, and inviting
married individuals who met the entry criteria to
participate. The participants were informed about the
goals and conditions of the research, and they were
assured that their personal information would remain
confidential and that they could withdraw from the
study at any time if they wished.

For data analysis, the descriptive phenomenology
method by Colaizzi was used with the MAXQDA
software version 2020. The validation process
involved referring back to some participants to check
whether the data reflected their experiences (Morrow
et al., 2015). For data trustworthiness, the criteria of
Guba and Lincoln (Creswell, 2013) were applied. To
ensure data confirmability, the researcher employed
the process of epoché or bracketing to avoid
introducing prior assumptions into the research. For
reliability, the interview text was provided to a



Journal of

research colleague for coding, and the resulting
coding agreement coefficient was 0.86, indicating
high coder agreement and reliability.

Results

The results of data analysis revealed that
interpersonal emotion regulation has two main
themes: supportive behaviors and avoidant behaviors.
Supportive behaviors contained four sub-themes
including verbal support, activity-based support, non-
verbal support, and problem-solving support. Verbal
support refers to expressing empathy, the ability to
understand one another, and using warm and
encouraging language. It includes using hopeful and
empathetic statements and the ability to discuss
emotionally charged topics while comforting each
other. Activity-based support involves engaging in
activities that both partners know the other enjoys, as
well as shared activities that are enjoyable for both. It
also refers to the behavioral support that one partner
shows in caring for the other. In the non-verbal
support sub-theme participants reported that they
employed non-verbal support strategies, such as
physical touch, changes in facial expressions,
pleasant physical movements, and simply being
present with their partner, to regulate their partner’s
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emotions. Problem-solving support means that
individuals adopt strategies to address issues that
arise in order to regulate each other's emotions. This
includes managing their partner’s emotions during
critical situations and seeking to resolve problems
quickly to help stabilize each other’s feelings.
Avoidant behavior theme refers to two concepts.
First, couples openly avoided situations that elicited
unpleasant emotions in their relationship. Second,
there was a hidden form of avoidance where couples
encouraged each other not to confront their
unpleasant emotions. This theme includes two sub-
themes: constructive distancing and avoidance of
perceived emotional experiences. Constructive
distancing refers to times when partners emotionally
and physically withdraw from each other to reduce
their own and each other's unpleasant emotions. This
also implies self-restraint in reacting to each other in
frustrating situations and providing an opportunity for
one partner to gain control over their unpleasant
feelings. Avoidance of perceived emotional
experiences addresses how couples, aiming to avoid
authentic emotions experienced in the relationship,
utilize two strategies: humor to change each other’s
emotions and encourage one another to suppress their
unpleasant feelings.

Table 1. Main Themes and Sub-themes of Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Strategies

Main themes Sub-themes Definition
The ability to understand each other, speak kindly and encouragingly, use hopeful and empathetic
Verbal support ) - : - ;
sentences, discuss emotionally stimulating topics, and console one another.
. Engaging in activities that couples know their partner enjoys, as well as shared activities that both
. Activity-based support . - . ) .
Supportive find appealing, and demonstrating behavioral support to care for their spouse.
behaviors Physical contact, changes in facial expressions, pleasant physical movements, and being present
Non-verbal support : : - - - .
with the spouse with the intention of regulating emotions.
. Offering solutions to each other's problems, managing crisis to help regulate the spouse's emotions,
Problem-solving support » . s
forgiving, and quickly resolving issues.
Emotional and physical withdrawal by partners to help regulate each other's emotions, exercising
Avoidant Constructive distancing self-control in responding to the spouse in emotionally charged situations, and allowing the spouse
behaviors to manage their own unpleasant emotions.
Avoidance of perceived Using humor to alter each other's emotions, encouraging each other to suppress unpleasant
emotional experiences emotions
Conclusion support. This type of physical interaction helps

The first sub-theme of supportive behaviors was
verbal support. The more individuals perceive social
support, the more willing they are to share their
emotions with others, thereby reducing their
unpleasant feelings (Pauw et al., 2024). Another sub-
theme of supportive behaviors was non-verbal

regulate the emotions of couples through biological
and psychological mechanisms (Schneider et al.,
2023). A further sub-theme of supportive behaviors
was activity-based support. Various studies have
shown that helping a partner with tasks during
stressful situations aids in emotional regulation and
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reduces anxiety levels (Bodenmann et al., 2019;
Niven & LOpez-Pérez, 2025). The fourth sub-theme
of supportive behaviors was problem-solving
support. Collaboratively addressing problems enables
couples to better understand each other's emotions,
thereby fostering greater empathy between them.
When couples focus on solving issues together rather
than avoiding them, their communication becomes
stronger and more dynamic (Katner et al. 2022).

The second main theme of the present study was
avoidant behaviors. The first sub-theme of avoidant
behaviors was constructive distancing. Research has
shown that when couples refrain from immediate
reactions in anger-inducing situations, they can help
regulate emotions within the relationship (Yuan et al.,
2022). Another sub-theme related to participants
encouraging each other not to dwell on topics that
trigger their unpleasant emotions. This emotion
regulation strategy can have different impacts
depending on the situation, the context of the
relationship, and how an individual implements this
strategy within their relationship.

This study has some limitations. One of the
limitations of the present study was the convenient
sampling method. Another limitation was that
participants were the people who had access to social
media and their experience may differ with those who
have no access to social media. Despite these
limitations, our study shed light on the nature and
dynamics of interpersonal emotion regulation among
Iranian couples and could be utilized in training
programs for addressing interpersonal issues and
enhancing the quality of marital relationships in
Iranian couples.
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