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Abstract

Background: Family, as one of the main pillars of society, plays an important role in the sexual
and mental health of individuals, and disruption in family relationships can lead to broader
social problems. Sexual satisfaction and sexual health of couples are key factors in marital
satisfaction and quality of life. Vaginismus, as a sexual disorder, can have profound negative
effects on marital relationships. However, little research has been done on the experiences of
the spouses of these women. Objective: The purpose of this study is to investigate the lived
experience of the husbands of women with vaginismus in marital relationships. Method: This
qualitative study was conducted using a descriptive phenomenological approach. In-depth,
semi-structured interviews were conducted with 11 men whose wives had vaginismus. Data
analysis was performed using the 7-step Colaizzi method. Findings: The findings were
categorized into 6 main themes: challenges of marital relationship, coping with the problem,
negative feelings and experiences related to marital relationship, childbearing problems and
their consequences, adaptation and acceptance, and social and cultural impacts. Conclusion:
The lived experience of men in marital relationships under conditions of vaginismus is complex
and multifaceted and requires special psychological and counseling support for couples. This
research shows that vaginismus has serious negative effects not only on women but also on
their spouses, highlighting the need for more attention to this issue.
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Introduction
One of the functions of married life is to establish a sexual relationship between spouses. The
quality of sexual life plays a crucial role in marital satisfaction and is a significant factor in

achieving happiness and overall life satisfaction (hazrati, kachooei, & Bastami Katuli, 2021).

Individuals who have higher sexual satisfaction report a significantly better quality of life

compared to those who do not have sexual satisfaction (Radpor, Behboodi, & Fard, 2021).

Sometimes, couples may encounter problems with their sexual matters. In fact, sexual
disorders are a heterogeneous group of disorders that lead to maladaptive clinical functioning

and atypical sexual response or experience in individuals (American Psychiatric Association &

American Psychiatric Association, 2022). Research indicates that approximately 27% of women

aged 18 to 44 experience some form of sexual dysfunction, making it one of the most
prevalent sexual health issues in this demographic. Among these women, about 10.8% report
clinically significant levels of sexual dysfunction, which often leads to considerable

psychological distress and negatively impacts their quality of life (Hové, 2022). This problem

is expected to be highly prevalent in Iran because, due to cultural and educational reasons,
such as the strong connection between the taboo of discussing sexual issues and activity
among single people and the strong value of a girl's virginity on her wedding night, this
problem is expected to be highly prevalent in Iran compared to countries that do not have
such cultures and beliefs. However, in a study by Alizadeh et al. (2019), about 33% of
Iranian women expressed their experience of pain or fear during intercourse (Yeganeh,

Farahani, & Moghadasin, 2020). Some women experience vaginal muscle contractions and pain

in this area during sexual intercourse, and this problem makes sexual intercourse impossible

for them and they are unable to have sex (Alizadeh, Farnam, Raisi, & Parsaeian, 2019; Yeganeh et

al., 2020). Failure to treat this problem can lead to frustration and distress for the individual,

and in addition to physical problems, it also causes psychological disorders in the individual.
Unfortunately, in Iran, due to existing cultural taboos and people's inability to deal with this
problem, unpleasant and painful sexual intercourse, or gynecological examination at a young
age, many women have unpleasant experiences of sexual intercourse for many years, and this
affects mental health, emotional relationships, and the quality of life and relationship

between couples (Sabetghadam et al., 2019). Among sexual disorders, vaginismus is one of the

most common sexual disorders in women which can affect the quality of life in couple

(Laskowska & Gronowski, 2022). The prevalence of vaginismus is increasing as a modern

phenomenon (Eserdag & Angin, 2021). Vaginismus can be introduced as a social-cultural, and

psychological condition that is explained by internalizing societal norms and values with a
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lack of timely sex education, instilling negative sexual cognitions and emotions, strict
educational styles towards girls, and creating duality and contradiction in the girl's mental
structure between what she has learned so far and the performance that is expected of her as

a woman today (Yeganeh et al., 2020). Decreased emotional and sexual intimacy is one of the

consequences of vaginismus disorders. The patient is reluctant to have sex and avoids it due
to the great pain he suffers in this relationship, and this gradually leads to a decrease in

emotional intimacy (Heydarian, Gholamzadehjefreh, & Masoud, 2021). Despite the importance of

this issue, limited research has been conducted on the lived experiences of spouses of women
with vaginismus. Most existing studies have focused on the women themselves and have not
addressed their spouses' emotional and psychological dimensions. This lack of information
can lead to a lack of understanding of the needs and challenges of spouses, and as a result,
the necessary support is not provided to them. On the other hand, the lack of public
awareness about vaginismus and its effects on marital relationships can create taboos related
to this disorder. In the meantime, spouses of women with vaginismus play an important role
in the treatment process and emotional support. The lived experiences of these spouses can
help us better understand how this disorder affects their lives together and what challenges
and opportunities exist for the growth and strengthening of marital relationships. This article
examines the experiences of the spouses of women with vaginismus and attempts to analyze
the different dimensions of this experience from an emotional, social, and psychological
perspective. Given the importance of emotional communication and mutual support in
marital relationships, a more accurate understanding of the feelings, concerns, and needs of
spouses can help provide effective solutions in treatment and counseling. Considering the
aforementioned, the present study seeks to determine what they lived experience of the
spouses of women with vaginismus referring to counseling and psychotherapy centers in

Kermanshah is like in marital relationships?

Methodology

This research used a qualitative phenomenological approach. The study's statistical
population included husbands of women with vaginismus who were referred to counseling
and psychotherapy centers in Kermanshah in 1403. The participants in this study were
selected using a purposeful sampling method combined with a homogeneous sampling
approach to maintain maximum diversity. In the present study, theoretical saturation was
achieved with 11 interviews, and the age range of the participants in this study was between

26 and 40 years. The inclusion criteria in the present study included being between the ages
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of 26 and 40, the ability and willingness to participate in the interview and answer questions,
being in good health, informed consent, having been married for at least 2 years, and
individuals with a medical diagnosis of vaginismus in their spouse. The exclusion criteria
included unwillingness to participate, lack of understanding of the research topic, inability to

provide information, diagnosis of anxiety or severe mental disorder.

Data collection was carried out through in-depth and semi-structured interviews. The
interview questions were crafted to explore the participants' physical and mental states,
emotional and psychological experiences, as well as their anticipated needs and supports.
Based on the participants' responses, the interviews followed a semi-structured format,
allowing for questions related to their statements to be posed. Each interview lasted between
45 and 75 minutes, depending on the participants’ willingness and the conditions of the
interview. After securing informed consent from the participants to engage in the research,
the timing and location of the interviews were arranged in person within a quiet environment.
Ethical considerations were observed, and the confidentiality of information and recording of
interviews was discussed with them. Prior to commencing the interviews, informed consent
was reaffirmed from the participants. They were assured that they could withdraw from the
research at any time without providing a reason, and that their information would be deleted.
Pseudonyms or codes were utilized for participants in all written and presented materials.
The presented material avoided sensitive and personal information that could compromise
the participants' privacy. The research findings were presented in a manner that does not
incite hatred or discrimination against individuals with vaginismus and their partners.
Following the first interview, the data was analyzed. Based on the findings of this interview,
sampling in subsequent interviews was done using a theoretical method. This process
continued until theoretical saturation was reached. Then, cluster analysis was used, which
includes steps to reach semantic and descriptive clusters. The cluster analysis method
consists of 7 steps: 1- Carefully reading all the participants' descriptions and important
findings 2- Extracting important phrases and sentences related to the phenomenon 3-
Assigning meaning to the extracted important sentences 4- Sorting the participants'
descriptions and common concepts into a specific category 5- Converting the complete
descriptions of the phenomenon into a concise and valid real description and 7- Final

validation (Morrow et al., 2015). To ensure the validity and reliability of the research findings,

common methods in qualitative analysis were used. Participatory validation: After analyzing

each interview, its text was provided to the participants and, based on their feedback and
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opinions, the necessary corrections were made in the interpretation and analysis of the data.
Interpersonal reliability: The main and sub-themes of the research were provided to the
faculty members of the Kurdistan University Consulting Group for review and correction,
and their expert opinions were taken into account. Intrapersonal reliability: to determine the
validity of the extracted themes, a three-way strategy was used. In this method, the
researcher's hypotheses regarding the main themes, classifications, and interpretations made
were sent to three participants. By comparing the participants' opinions with the researcher's

interpretation, the accuracy and precision of the interpretations made were confirmed.

Results and discussion
After analyzing the data, six main themes and twenty-nine sub-themes were identified,
reflecting the experiences of spouses of women with vaginismus. Main theme 1- Marital
relationship challenges including: Sub-theme 1: Communication challenges with the spouse,
Sub-theme 2: Physical challenges, Sub-theme 3: Social challenges, Sub-theme 4: Financial
challenges, Sub-theme 5: Foresight, Main theme 2-Coping with the problem including: Sub-
theme 6: Trying to communicate, Sub-theme 7: Searching for solutions, Sub-theme 8:
Sexual education, Sub-theme 9: Testing new methods, Sub-theme 10: Participation
in treatment. Main theme 3- Negative and psychological feelings and experiences related to
the marital relationship including: Sub-theme 11: Feelings of sadness and hopelessness, Sub-
theme 12: Feelings of loneliness and lack of intimacy and emotional relationships, Theme
13: Feelings of shame, inadequacy and self-criticism, Theme 14: Feelings of emotional
exhaustion, Theme 15: Feelings of anger and angry, Theme 16: Feelings of worry and
anxiety, Theme 17: Feelings of jealousy. Main theme 4- Childbearing problems and its
repercussions including: Theme 18: Childbearing problems and its concerns, Theme 19:
Coping with childbearing problems. Main theme 5- adjustment and acceptance including:
Theme 20: Acceptance of reality, Theme 21: Experiencing small joys, Theme 22: Accepting
help from others, Theme 23: Positive outlook on the future, Theme 24: Strengthening non-
sexual relationships. Main Theme 6 - Social and cultural effects includes: Theme No. 25:
Gender Roles, Theme No. 26: Influence of Family, Friends, and Peers, Theme No. 27:
Cultural Beliefs about Love and Intimacy, Theme No. 28: Cultural and Social Deprivation,
Theme No. 29: Inadequate sexual education. Table 2 reports the main and sub-themes
extracted from the analysis of the interview text with participants about the marital

relationship.
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Table 2. Main and sub-themes from the lived experience of spouses of women with
vaginismus in marital relationships

Main Theme sub-themes Interviewee code
Marital relationship - Relationship challenges with spouse 11,2,7,5,
challenges - Physical challenges

- Social challenges
- Financial challenges
- Future-oriented challenges

Cope with the problem - Trying to communication 3,10,11,4
- Searching for solutions
- Sexual education
- Trying new methods
- Participating in therapy

Negative and psychological - Feelings of sadness and hopelessness 9,8,6,1,11,9
feelings and experiences - Feelings of loneliness and lack of intimacy in
related to the marital emotional relationships
relationship - Feelings of shame, inadequacy, and self-criticism

- Feelings of emotional exhaustion
- Feelings of anger and angry Feelings of worry and

anxiety
- Feelings of jealousy
Childbearing problems and - Childbearing problems and its concerns 2,3,
its repercussions - Coping with childbearing problems
Adjustment and acceptance - Acceptance of reality 9,3,4,6,

- Experiencing small joys

- Accepting help from others

- Positive outlook on the future

- Strengthening non-sexual relationships

Social and cultural effects - Gender roles 1,8,7,6,5
- Influence of family, friends and peers
- Cultural beliefs about love and intimacy
- Cultural and Social Deprivation Inadequate sex
education

The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the lived experience of
spouses of women with vaginismus in their marital relationships in Kermanshah. After
conducting interviews with the participants, the main themes were: Marital relationship
challenges, Cope with the problem, Negative and psychological feelings and experiences
related to the marital relationship, Childbearing problems and its repercussions, adjustment
and acceptance, Social and cultural effects. The first theme was the marital relationship
challenges, which undoubtedly harms women and their spouses, and clinical observations
and scientific research studies show that vaginismus, in addition to physical problems, also
causes psychological disorders in individuals. VVaginismus also causes many problems in the
spouses of women with vaginismus. As Ghoreishi et al. (2020) stated that sexual problems
are one of the most important aspects of human life and sexual disorders are among the

issues that may cause some problems in any society (Ghoreishi, Vakili, & Amirmohseni, 2020).
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Laskowska & Gronowski (2022) also stated in a study that these problems can affect the
quality of life of couples. The participating men admitted that vaginismus has created many
challenges and serious problems in their relationship. These problems included relationship
challenges with spouse, physical challenges, social challenges, financial challenges, and
Future-oriented challenges, all reported by a significant number of participants. Each
individual has their own approach to addressing problems arising from marital relationships,
influenced by their personal style, mood, and learning experiences. Research findings
showed that coping with the problem was another main theme, which included trying to
communication, searching for solutions, sexual education, trying new methods participating
in therapy. Another main theme is negative and psychological feelings and experiences
related to the marital relationship, which includes Feelings of sadness and hopelessness,
Feelings of loneliness and lack of intimacy in emotional relationships, Feelings of shame,
inadequacy, and self-criticism, Feelings of emotional exhaustion, Feelings of anger and

angry Feelings of worry and anxiety, Feelings of jealousy (Laskowska & Gronowski, 2022). In

the research of Eskandari and Parandin (2022), it was stated that dissatisfaction with sexual
relations can lead to deep problems in the couple's relationship and create hatred for the
spouse, resentment, jealousy, competition, feelings of lack of self-confidence, and the like,

which is in line with the results of this research (Eskandari & Parandin, 2022). Also, Heidarian

et al. (2020) stated that a decrease in emotional and sexual intimacy is one of the
consequences of vaginismus disorder. Problems with childbearing and its consequences were
another finding of the research. This main theme was obtained by aligning the themes of the
problem of childbearing and its concerns and dealing with the problem of childbearing

(Heydarian et al., 2021). As Kabiri et al. (2020) stated in a study that meeting sexual needs and

the survival of the generation are among the most important goals of forming a family.
Problems with childbearing were one of the reported concepts that can be said to have been
reported in many men, but there were differences in the way of looking at this issue. A
number of men mentioned the issue of ending the relationship, divorce, anxiety, and

disappointment with treatment, and stated that having a child was the most important reason

for a marital relationship (Kabiri & Khakpour, 2020). In order to deal with the problem of
having children, other men considered alternative options, such as accepting custody of a
child from an orphanage or treatment methods such as IVF, and stated that maintaining an
emotional relationship with their spouse, understanding, and empathy with them were more
important than having children. Adjustment and acceptance are another main theme derived

from the research, which consisted of the themes of acceptance of reality, experiencing small
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joys, accepting help from others, Positive outlook on the future, Strengthening non-sexual

relationships.

The final theme derived from the research was cultural and social influences, encompassing
Gender roles, Influence of family, friends and peers, Cultural beliefs about love and
intimacy, Cultural and Social Deprivation Inadequate sex education. Yeganeh et al. (2020)
noted in their study that this issue is anticipated to have a high prevalence in Iran. Due to
cultural and educational factors, such as the strong association and taboo surrounding
discussions of these matters and sexual activities among single individuals, as well as the
significant value placed on a girl's virginity on her wedding night, this issue is expected to be
more prevalent in Iran compared to countries without such cultural beliefs. They also
indicated that vaginismus can be characterized as a social, cultural, and psychological
condition, arising from the internalization of societal norms and values, a lack of timely
sexual education, the instillation of negative sexual cognitions and emotions, strict
educational approaches towards girls, and the creation of duality and contradiction in a girl's
mental framework between what she has learned and the expectations placed upon her as a

woman today (Yeganeh et al., 2020). As Damari and Ekrami (2021) pointed out, the taboo

surrounding sexual issues and the lack of sexual information are among the challenges to

sexual health in Iran (Damari & Akrami, 2021).

One limitation of this study is that it focused on the population of Kermanshah, so
generalizing its findings to other communities should be approached with caution. The
sampling in this study was conducted on a convenience basis, which also limits the
generalizability of the findings. Other limitations of this study include cultural barriers such
as modesty and shame surrounding sexual issues, which may have impacted the accuracy of
the information collected. Future studies are suggested to include larger and more diverse
samples of husbhands of women with vaginismus to explore different experiences across
various societies and cultures. Researchers can investigate cultural and social influences on
the experiences of husbands and analyze differences among societies. Furthermore,
developing and implementing educational programs for couples and families regarding
vaginismus and sexual disorders can enhance awareness and reduce social taboos.
Additionally, forming support groups for spouses of women with vaginismus can provide a

safe space for sharing experiences, feelings, and solutions.

Conclusion
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This study aimed to investigate the lived experiences of spouses of women with vaginismus
in marital relationships in Kermanshah. The findings showed that this disorder has profound
emotional, psychological, social, and cultural impacts not only on the lives of affected
women, but also on their spouses. Communication challenges, negative emotions such as
hopelessness, anger, anxiety, and loneliness, childbearing problems, and sociocultural
pressures were among the issues that the participants faced. However, some men were able
to cope with these conditions by employing adaptive strategies such as seeking therapeutic

solutions, strengthening nonsexual relationships, and accepting reality.

The results of this study emphasize the need to pay attention to the psychological and
emotional needs of spouses of women with vaginismus. Since this disorder has cultural and
educational roots, increasing public awareness, providing appropriate sexual education, and
reducing social taboos can help prevent and better manage it. Also, designing comprehensive
treatment interventions that include support for both partners in the marital relationship can

improve the quality of life of couples and strengthen emotional bonds between them.

Given the limitations of this study, including the limited sampling to one region and cultural
barriers in expressing sexual issues, it is recommended that future studies be conducted with
larger samples and in different cultural contexts. In addition, developing counseling
programs and forming support groups for the spouses of affected women can help reduce
social isolation and improve their adjustment. Finally, this study shows that vaginismus is
not just an individual problem, but a multidimensional phenomenon that requires an
interdisciplinary approach in the fields of psychology, medicine, and sociology to provide

effective solutions.
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