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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Marital relationships constitute one of the most fundamental interpersonal systems
and play a critical role in psychological well-being, family stability, emotional
security, and social functioning. However, social, economic, and occupational
transformations have contributed to the emergence of new forms of marital life in
which spouses cannot maintain continuous physical presence. Long-distance or
commuter marriages represent one such form, in which one spouse lives away
from the family for specified and sometimes extended periods because of
occupational demands. Under such circumstances, everyday interaction,
emotional support, family role performance, and the sense of security within the
relationship may be challenged.

Although a substantial body of previous research has focused on the negative
consequences of commuter life, including marital conflict, loneliness,
psychological exhaustion, and difficulties in fulfilling family roles, not all long-
distance couples experience unstable relationships. Some couples are able to
maintain emotional bonds, commitment, and relational cohesion despite
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prolonged geographical separation. This suggests that specific processes may
operate to preserve and sustain marital relationships under conditions of physical
absence. Nevertheless, in-depth and exploratory research on the underlying
processes of marital relationship stability among long-distance couples,
particularly within the Iranian cultural context, remains limited. Therefore, the
present study aimed to explore the components of marital relationship stability
among long-distance couples and to conceptualize the underlying process through
which such stability is formed and maintained.

Research Question

How can the process of marital relationship stability among couples in which one
spouse is employed in maritime commuter occupations be described and
explained from the perspectives of women in stable relationships, family
psychology and counseling specialists, and relevant scientific literature?

2. Literature Review

Previous research on long-distance and commuter marriages has primarily
focused on the negative consequences of geographical separation, including
reduced intimacy, loneliness, marital conflict, psychological exhaustion, and
difficulties associated with family role performance. In contrast, relatively few
studies have adopted an exploratory and process-oriented approach to identifying
the mechanisms that contribute to the maintenance and stability of marital
relationships under such circumstances, particularly within the Iranian cultural
context. Domestic studies have mainly examined variables such as marital
satisfaction, occupational burnout, marital commitment, and family conflict
among commuter families, while paying less attention to the underlying processes
through which couples maintain stable relationships within their natural living
contexts.

Furthermore, the multidimensional and context-dependent nature of
relationship stability in commuter marriages requires an approach capable of
accessing individuals' subjective meanings and uncovering the processes
underlying their relational experiences. Accordingly, the Glaserian grounded
theory approach provides an appropriate methodological framework for
discovering concepts emerging from empirical data and conceptualizing the basic
social process underlying marital relationship stability without imposing a
predetermined theoretical framework.

3. Methodology
The present study employed a qualitative research design using grounded theory
based on the Glaserian approach. The research field consisted of three
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complementary sources of data: women whose husbands were employed in
commuter occupations at the National Iranian Tanker Company, specialists in
psychology and family counseling with experience working with families in long-
distance relationships, and relevant domestic and international scientific literature
on marital relationship stability among long-distance couples.

The primary participants consisted of 17 women with commuter spouses,
selected through purposive and criterion-based sampling. The inclusion criteria
for this group were having a spouse employed in a maritime commuter
occupation, at least 10 years of marital life, at least one child, and an acceptable
level of marital relationship stability. Complementary data were also obtained
through interviews with 10 psychology and family counseling specialists and
through a review of relevant scientific literature.

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and
analyzed concurrently with the data collection process. Data analysis followed the
Glaserian grounded theory procedures and involved substantive coding at two
levels, open and selective coding, as well as theoretical coding. During this
process, concepts were generated from the data, organized through constant
comparison, and integrated through the identification of relationships among
categories. The relationships among the substantive categories were ultimately
conceptualized through a core category. The quality of the emerging theory was
assessed according to Glaserian criteria, including fit, work, relevance, and
modifiability.

4. Results

Data analysis resulted in the identification of six main categories and 16
subcategories. The six main categories were: "maintaining emotional bonds
during separation,” "networking and seeking support,” “planning and future
orientation,” "personal growth and emotional independence,” "strengthening trust
and commitment in the relationship," and "flexibility and adaptation to change."”
At the theoretical level, the relationships among these categories were integrated
into the core category of "actively managing spouse absence through the
reconstruction of presence."

The core category indicated that relationship stability in commuter marriages
is achieved neither through eliminating physical distance nor through passively
tolerating absence. Rather, it involves an active process of reorganizing and
reconstructing the marital relationship under conditions of limited physical
presence. This reconstruction of presence occurs across three interconnected
dimensions: communicative, semantic, and supportive-network presence.

At the communicative level, couples maintain psychological and emotional
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presence through continuous and purposeful communication, regular contact, and
shared activities conducted remotely. At the semantic level, they redefine the
meaning of separation, maintain shared values and goals, and focus on the future,
thereby assigning a constructive meaning to physical distance. At the supportive-
network level, couples draw upon family members, friends, individuals
experiencing similar circumstances, and spiritual resources to manage the
pressures associated with prolonged absence.

The findings further indicated that relationship stability extends beyond direct
interactions between spouses and involves a combination of intrapersonal and
social processes. Planning for periods of separation and reunion, anticipating
emotional and family needs, self-care, personal growth, trust-building, conflict
management, and acceptance of occupational, personal, and family changes all
contribute to the reconstruction of presence. Thus, stable couples are not
necessarily those who experience less separation, but rather those who actively
develop mechanisms for managing separation and preventing physical absence
from becoming emotional distance.

5. Discussion

The findings indicate that marital relationship stability in commuter marriages
cannot be reduced to the presence or absence of a single factor. Rather, it emerges
from the simultaneous interaction of communicative, semantic, intrapersonal,
interpersonal, and socio-spiritual processes. The principal theoretical contribution
of the present study is the conceptualization of "actively managing spouse absence
through the reconstruction of presence" as the core category. This concept
emphasizes the active and intentional nature of compensating for physical absence
and suggests that long-distance communication is not merely a means of
transmitting information, but can also function as a context through which the
psychological and semantic presence of the spouse is reconstructed.

Within this framework, relationship stability becomes possible when couples
are able to transform physical absence into a reconstructed form of presence.
Maintaining emotional bonds through purposeful communication, activating
family and social support networks, drawing on spirituality, planning for periods
of separation and reunion, fostering personal growth and emotional independence,
strengthening trust and commitment, managing conflict, and adapting to change
constitute interconnected components of this process.

Accordingly, the findings offer a dynamic conceptualization of relationship
stability in which stability is not regarded as a fixed state, but rather as an ongoing
process of reorganizing and regulating the marital relationship in response to
physical absence.
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6. Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that marital relationship stability among long-
distance couples is a multidimensional and dynamic process achieved through
actively managing spouse absence and reconstructing presence. This process is
grounded in six major mechanisms: maintaining emotional bonds, networking and
seeking support, planning and future orientation, personal growth and emotional
independence, strengthening trust and commitment, and flexibility and adaptation
to change. The core category of the study integrates these dimensions into a
theoretical model explaining how couples maintain their marital relationship when
continuous physical presence is not possible. The findings suggest that
relationship stability in commuter marriages depends not on the elimination of
distance, but on the couples' capacity to actively transform absence into
communicative, semantic, and supportive forms of presence.

The findings may provide a foundation for the development of pre-
deployment educational and counseling programs, family-centered interventions,
and organizational support programs for commuter families. However, because
the study sample was intentionally limited to couples characterized by an
acceptable level of relationship stability, the identified components should not be
interpreted as causal determinants of stability. Future research comparing couples
with stable and unstable relationships may provide further opportunities to test,
refine, and extend the grounded theory developed in the present study.
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