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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the role of defense mechanisms in predicting
emotional divorce in women through the mediating role of social media dependency.

Methods and Materials: This study was conducted using a descriptive-correlational design with a

structural equation modeling approach. The statistical population consisted of women experiencing

afite emotional divorce who had referred to counseling and psychological service centers. A total of 375

® participants were selected through convenience sampling. Data collection instruments included the

% LIPS Defense Style Questionnaire (DSQ), Gottman’s Emotional Divorce Questionnaire (1994), and the

Social Media Dependency Questionnaire developed by Khajeh Ahmadi et al. (2016). Before the

&é’ﬁg % main analyses, assumptions of structural equation modeling, including normality, absence of

per el off Bt anicd) Gugniite Peyalbelogy . . R . . B . . .

multicollinearity, independence of errors, and lack of univariate and multivariate outliers, were

examined and confirmed. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling techniques.

Findings: The findings revealed that defense mechanisms had a significant indirect effect on
emotional divorce through social media dependency (B = -0.24, p < 0.001). The results further
indicated that increased use of mature defense mechanisms and decreased use of immature and
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Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that emotional divorce in women is influenced
8@ @ 01 simultaneously by intrapsychic and behavioral factors. Defense mechanisms, as psychological

s:,»a;weg constructs, and social media dependency, as a common behavioral characteristic of the digital era,
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Family is considered one of the most fundamental social
institutions and plays a central role in emotional security,
psychological well-being, and social cohesion. The quality
of marital relationships is one of the major determinants of
family stability, and disturbances in emotional interactions
between spouses may lead to severe psychological and social
consequences. One of the most significant yet often hidden
marital problems is emotional divorce, a condition in which
couples continue to live together legally while emotional
intimacy, psychological attachment, and constructive
communication have substantially deteriorated (Bahoosh et
al., 2022; Habibi et al., 2022). Emotional divorce is usually
associated with emotional withdrawal, reduced intimacy,
loneliness, marital  dissatisfaction, and weakened
interpersonal functioning. Research has shown that
emotional divorce may negatively affect mental health,
family functioning, and even children’s emotional
development (Kashanifar & Hadipour, 2023; Shahi &
Eskandari, 2025).

In recent years, researchers have increasingly focused on
the psychological mechanisms underlying emotional
divorce. One of the most important constructs in this field is
defense mechanisms. Defense mechanisms are unconscious
psychological processes that individuals use to reduce
anxiety, regulate emotional conflicts, and preserve
psychological stability. Mature defense mechanisms are
generally associated with emotional adjustment, resilience,
and effective interpersonal functioning, whereas immature
defenses are linked to emotional dysregulation, avoidance,
interpersonal conflict, and maladaptive coping patterns
(Jafari et al, 2022; Saffari et al., 2024). In marital
relationships, frequent use of immature defenses such as
denial, projection, and rationalization may disrupt
communication and reduce the capacity for constructive
problem-solving, ultimately contributing to emotional

distance between spouses.

Previous studies have demonstrated the significant role of
defense mechanisms in marital adjustment and relationship
quality. Jarareh and Taleh-Pasand reported that managing
tactical defenses in intensive short-term dynamic
psychotherapy improved marital satisfaction among couples
(Jarareh & Taleh-Pasand, 2011). Likewise, Jafari et al. found
that mindfulness-based emotion-focused psychodrama
improved defense mechanisms in divorced women and
reduced emotional vulnerability (Jafari et al., 2022).
Furthermore, Mobassem emphasized that women
experiencing marital conflict often rely heavily on immature
defenses, which intensify relational problems and emotional
dissatisfaction (Mobassem, 2022). These findings suggest
that defense mechanisms may play a crucial role in the
development and maintenance of emotional divorce.

Alongside psychological factors, the rapid expansion of
social media has transformed interpersonal communication
patterns in modern societies. Although social networking
platforms provide opportunities for communication and
information exchange, excessive use and dependency on
these platforms may negatively affect family interactions
and marital relationships (Ebrahimi et al., 2022; Widiantari
et al., 2019). Spending excessive time on social media may
reduce face-to-face communication, weaken emotional
intimacy, and increase misunderstandings between spouses.
In addition, social media environments may facilitate
emotional infidelity, social comparison, and unrealistic
expectations in marital life.

Empirical studies have repeatedly highlighted the
association between social media use and marital
dissatisfaction. Shakeri et al. demonstrated that social media
use indirectly contributed to emotional divorce through
attitudes toward infidelity and marital conflicts among
married teachers (Shakeri et al., 2019). McDaniel et al. also
found that infidelity-related behaviors on social media were
negatively associated with marital satisfaction (McDaniel et
al.,, 2017). Similarly, Widiantari et al. reported that social

media altered communication patterns within families and
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contributed to increasing divorce rates (Widiantari et al.,
2019). Ebrahimi et al. further showed that social networks
could undermine family stability and emotional cohesion
when used excessively (Ebrahimi et al., 2022).

Despite the growing body of research on emotional
divorce, relatively few studies have simultaneously
examined defense mechanisms and social media dependency
within a single explanatory framework. It appears that
individuals with maladaptive defense patterns may be more
likely to resort to excessive social media use as an avoidant
coping strategy when facing marital conflicts. Consequently,
social media dependency may serve as a mediating
vulnerabilities to

mechanism linking  psychological

emotional disengagement in marital relationships.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the role of
defense mechanisms in predicting emotional divorce among
women through the mediating role of social media
dependency.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational
design using a structural equation modeling approach. The
statistical population consisted of women experiencing
emotional divorce who had referred to counseling and
psychological service centers during the year of the study. A
sample of 375 participants was selected through
convenience sampling according to inclusion and exclusion
criteria.  Inclusion criteria included being married,
experiencing emotional marital difficulties, having at least
basic literacy, and willingness to participate in the study.
Participants who failed to complete the questionnaires or had
severe psychiatric disorders were excluded.

Data collection instruments included the Defense Style
Questionnaire (DSQ-40), Gottman’s Emotional Divorce
Questionnaire (1994), and the Social Media Dependency
Questionnaire developed by Khajeh Ahmadi et al. The DSQ-
40 assessed mature, neurotic, and immature defense
mechanisms using a 9-point Likert scale. Gottman’s
questionnaire measured emotional divorce through 24

yes/no items assessing emotional dissatisfaction and

relational disengagement. The Social Media Dependency

Questionnaire  evaluated dependency levels across

dimensions such as individual functioning, time
management, self-control, and social relations.

After obtaining informed consent, participants completed
the questionnaires individually. Data were analyzed using
descriptive statistics and structural equation modeling. Prior
to the main analyses, assumptions of normality,
multicollinearity, independence of errors, and absence of
univariate and multivariate outliers were examined and
confirmed.

Findings

Descriptive findings showed that the mean age of
participants was 36.42 years with a standard deviation of
7.18 years. Most participants had at least a bachelor’s
degree, and the average duration of marriage was 11.26
years. Preliminary analyses indicated no missing data or
significant outliers. The values of skewness and kurtosis for
all variables were within acceptable ranges, indicating
normal distribution of the data.

Among defense mechanisms, immature defenses had the
highest mean score (75.32), whereas neurotic defenses
showed the lowest mean score (35.05). In terms of social
media dependency, individual functioning had the highest
mean score (31.69), while social relations had the lowest
mean score (9.27). The mean score for emotional divorce
was 9.83, indicating a relatively high level of emotional
dissatisfaction among participants.

Correlation analyses demonstrated a significant negative
relationship between defense mechanisms and social media
dependency (r = -0.41, p < 0.01). A significant negative
relationship was also observed between defense mechanisms
and emotional divorce (r = -0.47, p < 0.01). In contrast,
social media dependency was positively associated with
emotional divorce (r = 0.53, p < 0.01). These findings
suggest that individuals with more mature defense
mechanisms experience lower social media dependency and

lower emotional divorce.
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Structural equation modeling indicated that the proposed
model had acceptable fit indices. The ratio of chi-square to
degrees of freedom was 2.14, indicating adequate model fit.
Other fit indices were also satisfactory (CFI = 0.95, GFI =
0.93, AGFI = 0.91, RMSEA = 0.054). The indirect effect of
defense mechanisms on emotional divorce through social
media dependency was statistically significant ( = -0.24, p
< 0.001). The confidence interval did not include zero,
confirming the mediating role of social media dependency.

The results revealed that increased use of mature defense
mechanisms and decreased reliance on immature and
neurotic defenses reduced social media dependency, which
in turn reduced emotional divorce among women. Therefore,
social media dependency significantly mediated the
relationship between defense mechanisms and emotional
divorce.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
defense mechanisms play a significant role in emotional
divorce both directly and indirectly through social media
dependency. Women who relied more heavily on mature
defense mechanisms showed lower levels of social media
dependency and experienced less emotional divorce. In
contrast, women who frequently used immature defenses
appeared more vulnerable to excessive engagement with
social media and greater emotional disengagement in their
marital relationships.

These findings indicate that maladaptive defense
mechanisms may reduce individuals’ ability to manage
emotional conflicts effectively. Instead of confronting
marital problems directly and engaging in constructive
communication, individuals with immature defenses may
adopt avoidant coping strategies such as excessive use of
social media. Over time, this behavioral pattern may reduce
emotional intimacy, weaken communication quality, and
intensify emotional distance between spouses.

The mediating role of social media dependency
highlights  the

importance of digital behavior in

contemporary marital relationships. Social media platforms
may function as psychological escape mechanisms that
allow individuals to avoid emotional confrontation and
relational stress. However, excessive dependence on virtual
interactions may simultaneously reduce real-life intimacy
and weaken emotional bonds within marriage. Therefore,
social media dependency appears to act as a bridge linking
intrapsychic vulnerabilities to emotional deterioration in
marital relationships.

The results also emphasize that emotional divorce is a
multidimensional phenomenon shaped by the interaction of
psychological, emotional, and social factors. Defense
mechanisms represent intrapsychic coping structures,
whereas social media dependency reflects behavioral and
environmental influences of the digital era. The interaction
between these factors can substantially influence marital
quality and emotional connection between spouses.

From a practical perspective, the findings suggest that
counseling and psychotherapy interventions should pay
greater attention to defense mechanisms and digital behavior
patterns in couples experiencing emotional difficulties.
Teaching emotional  regulation  skills, improving
communication strategies, and helping individuals identify
maladaptive defenses may contribute to healthier marital
functioning. In addition, promoting balanced social media
use and increasing media literacy may prevent excessive
dependency on virtual environments and encourage more
meaningful face-to-face interactions within families.

Overall, the findings suggest that emotional divorce
cannot be understood solely through external social factors
or interpersonal conflicts. Internal psychological structures,
particularly defense mechanisms, interact with modern
technological behaviors such as social media dependency to
shape marital experiences. Addressing both psychological
and behavioral dimensions may therefore be essential for
preventing emotional divorce and promoting healthier

family relationships.
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