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RESUMO

A literatura cientifica tem vindo a demonstrar que uma conjugalidade satisfeita
tem um papel de elevada relevancia no bem-estar e na satde fisica e mental dos
individuos. A elevada taxa de divorcios tem apelado para um aumento do foco clinico
e cientifico nas questdes que impactam a viabilidade do casal. Assim, o estudo das
relacdes de casal tem vindo a ganhar notoriedade, pelas suas aplicagcdes e potencial
impacto ao nivel da prevencdo e da intervengdo. A literatura sobre conjugalidade
reflete alguma controvérsia particularmente quanto as significagdes e associagdes entre
intimidade e desejo sexual, marcada por alguma incongruéncia e confusao conceptual,
o que se traduz em limites metodologicos, nomeadamente ao nivel da constru¢do de
instrumentos psicométricos que possibilitem o seu estudo. A abordagem tradicional as
problematicas do desejo sexual tem postulado que os problemas de desejo sexual no
casal, quando ndo relacionados com fatores organicos ou a psicopatologia, sdo
fundamentalmente associados a falta de intimidade e proximidade no casal e as
intervengdes clinicas tem na sua maioria seguido essa linha de intervencdo. No
entanto, alguns clinicos, como Perel (2007) e Schnarch (2009), sugeriram,
recentemente, que alguns estilos de intimidade emocional (particularmente com
elevados niveis de dependéncia e fusdo, e com baixos niveis de autonomia ou
diferenciagdo do self) podem ser particularmente nocivos para a manutencao do desejo
sexual, especialmente em relacdes de longo prazo, onde o desejo ja ndo se alimenta da
paixao inicial.

Esta inovadora conceptualizagdo apresenta como paradoxo essencial a ideia de
que uma distancia essencial — referida por Schnarch (2009) como fazendo parte do

conceito de diferenciagdo, e, por Perel (2007), como parte do conceito de “otherness”
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— ¢ essencial para um nivel de intimidade que permita a sobrevivéncia do desejo ao
longo da vida do casal. Assim, esta proposta implica que o desejo podera ser
influenciado por um fator simultaneamente individual e relacional: a diferenciagdo
conjugal, definida como a capacidade de manter um sentido de self separado, enquanto
numa relacdo de alta proximidade com um parceiro, espelhando o equilibrio dindmico
entre as necessidades de autonomia ou individualidade e as necessidades de ligacdo ou
intimidade.

O conjunto de estudos apresentados nesta dissertacdo, pretendeu contribuir para
esta area do conhecimento, através de uma andlise de dados predominantemente
diadica, e desvendar pistas para o desenvolvimento de recursos relacionais relativos a
intimidade e desejo que possam aumentar a satisfacdo e a durabilidade das relagdes
conjugais, sugerindo também linhas de intervencdo para acgdes de prevencao,
intervengdo e/ou terapia conjugal. Pretendeu-se ultrapassar algumas lacunas na
investigacdo sobre conjugalidade, desenvolvendo um estudo sistémico e
desenvolvimentista, algo inovador ao nivel da conceptualizagdo dos temas e ao nivel
metodoldgico (integracao de metodologias qualitativas e quantitativas; o casal, e ndo o
individuo, como unidade de anélise; foco em fatores que ilustram a complexidade do
tema (individuais, relacionais, contextuais) e inclusdo de faixas etarias frequentemente
excluidas).

Esta dissertacdo pretende acrescentar cinco contributos globais a area da
investigacdo conjugal: 1) uma clarificacdo rigorosa das interligacdes tedricas e
empiricas entre intimidade, desejo e diferenciagdo do self; 2) uma maior clareza
relativamente as significagdes e dimensdes de intimidade conjugal e aos seus fatores
protetores e perturbadores; 3) a identificagdo de fatores promotores ou perturbadores

do desejo sexual e da diferenciacdo do self, assim como as estratégias utilizadas pelos
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casais para a promocao do desejo e da diferencia¢do, e as respetivas trajetorias ao
longo do tempo; 4) uma visdo diadica sobre a associag@o entre as discrepancias intra-
casal quanto ao desejo, diferenciacdo do self e satisfagdo conjugal; e 5) um modelo
que relacione e integre a diferenciacdo do self, o desejo sexual, a intimidade ¢ a
satisfacdo conjugal.

Ao longo de dois estudos qualitativos e dois estudos quantitativos, diversos
resultados foram contribuindo para um “mapa mental” da relagdo de casal. No
primeiro estudo qualitativo (Capitulo II), olhdmos para os dados de 33 entrevistas
conjuntas a casais e identificamos as principais dimensdes do construto de intimidade
conjugal: autenticidade, partilha e confianga, interligadas através da privacidade,
autonomia e compreensdo, num modelo sistémico de intimidade que apresentamos
como tendo uma organizagdo triangular. IdentificAmos, ainda, neste estudo, os
principais fatores protetores da intimidade, particularmente a quebra na rotina, e os
seus fatores perturbadores, especialmente caracterizados por questdes de limites e
fronteiras com os subsistemas extra-casal (vida laboral, filhos, familia de origem e rede
social). Algumas diferengas de sexo foram encontradas nestes resultados.

Em seguida, no segundo estudo qualitativo (Capitulo III), também através da
analise das 33 entrevistas conjuntas a casais, identificimos os principais fatores
percecionados pelos participantes como protetores (i.e., mudanga; autonomia) ou
perturbadores do desejo sexual (i.e., conflito conjugal; filhos). Foram, também,
identificadas diversas estratégias através das quais os casais participantes afirmam
manter nivel satisfatorios de desejo sexual (i.e., inovagdo, partilha, autonomia, esforgo)
e de diferenciacdo do self (i.e., desenvolvimento de interesses pessoais, investir numa
ligacdo positiva, aumentar a integridade pessoal). Como base nestas estratégias, e

analisando as trajetorias de desejo e de diferenciacdo reportadas como tipicas pelos
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participantes, foi proposto um modelo de desenvolvimento da diferenciacdo conjugal.
Esta analise permitiu identificar ligeiras diferencas de sexo e, sobretudo, sublinhar a
importancia da mudanga e questdes relacionadas com o mito da espontaneidade nas
relacdes de casal.

Adicionalmente, dois estudos quantitativos foram realizados, constituindo-se
como os primeiros estudos empiricos a investigarem a relacdo entre desejo sexual e
diferenciagdo do self. O primeiro estudo quantitativo, apresentado no Capitulo IV, é de
caracter diddico (V=33 casais), ¢ investiga a associagdo entre os niveis individual e
diadico do desejo, diferenciacdo do self e satisfacdo conjugal, com as discrepancias
entre parceiros relativamente a estes indicadores. Diversas hipdteses foram testadas,
nomeadamente quanto a semelhanga de nivel individual de diferenciagdo do self
esperada entre os parceiros, ou quanto as diferencas de sexo, entre outras. A hipotese
da semelhanga — a proposta de que as pessoas tenderiam a escolher parceiros com
niveis de diferenciagdo do self semelhantes ao seu — ndo foi confirmada. As mulheres
participantes mostraram, em média, significativamente menos desejo sexual do que os
homens, tal como tem vindo a ser reportado em diversos estudos. De sublinhar que,
neste estudo, a magnitude da discrepancia entre parceiros do nivel de diferenciagdo do
self constitui-se como o melhor preditor do desejo sexual individual, ou seja, parceiros
mais semelhantes quanto a diferenciacdo do self aparentam ter, em média, maior nivel
de desejo sexual do que os parceiros mais discrepantes quanto a diferenciacao.
Adicionalmente, os niveis médios conjugais de desejo sexual e de diferenciagdo do self
foram positiva e significativamente associados a uma maior satisfagao conjugal.

Por ultimo, o segundo estudo quantitativo, apresentado no Capitulo V, foi
conduzido com base numa amostra de 438 participantes que, embora fazendo parte de

uma relagdo de casal, preencheram o protocolo (online) a titulo individual. Com base
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em propostas anteriores e em alguns resultados ja reportados neste projeto, ¢ feita uma
proposta de modelo que explique, através do desejo sexual e da intimidade, a
influéncia da diferenciacdo do self na satisfagdo do casal. Através de andlises
estruturais, o modelo proposto foi sustentado pelos dados, sugerindo que a
diferenciagdo do self ¢ um preditor do desejo, intimidade e satisfacdo no casal. O
desejo sexual desempenhou um papel mediador, assim como a intimidade. Algumas
importantes diferencas de sexo foram encontradas, ja que, embora o modelo tenha sido
preservado praticamente na sua totalidade para os participantes femininos, para os
homens, a diferencia¢do do self apenas se revelou um preditor adequado da satisfacao
conjugal. Adicionalmente, ainda para os homens, o desejo sexual ndo teve um papel
mediador, sendo a intimidade um mediador integral da relacdo entre desejo sexual e
satisfacdo conjugal.

Em suma, com esta investigacdo pretende-se contribuir para a intervengao e
investigacdo na area da psicologia do casal, com destaque para o papel central da
diferenciagdo conjugal como mecanismo regulador das necessidades de ligacdo e de
autonomia dos parceiros conjugais, € para o papel determinante das noc¢des de
alteridade, inovagdo e agéncia (agency) na vida de casal. Estre trabalho reveste-se de
diversas limitacdes metodoldgicas, tais como a sua natureza transversal ou questoes
especificas relativas aos instrumentos psicométricos utlizados. No entanto, sugere
também diversas pistas para a intervencgdo e a preven¢do no casal, assim como para a

continuidade da investigacao futura nesta area.
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ABSTRACT

Recently, some authors (Perel, 2007; Schnarch, 2001) suggest that couple
relationships with high degrees of fusion might be particularly detrimental for the
sustenance of sexual desire, while relationships with adequate levels of
differentiation of self — the regulation between autonomy and intimacy needs —
might provide an ideal habitat for long term desire. However, limited research has
been conducted targeting the associations between differentiation of self, sexual
desire, intimacy and satisfaction.

Through the qualitative analysis of 33 joint couple interviews, we were able
to identify the main dimensions of couple intimacy and several promoting and
disturbing factors concerning couple intimacy and sexual desire. Additionally,
several strategies to promote desire and differentiation of self within the couples
were also identified, along with a longitudinal perspective of sexual desire and
differentiation as perceived by couples, challenging several assumptions about
desire in committed relationships, namely the myth of desire spontaneity, and the
relevance of innovation, agency and otherness for couple intimacy, desire and
differentiation.

A quantitative study targeted the associations between the individual level,
the dyadic level and the dyadic discrepancies of sexual desire, differentiation of
self and couple satisfaction, along with emerging sex differences, in a dyadic
sample of 33 couples. Additionally, an integrative model aiming to explain the role
played by differentiation of self in couple satisfaction through the underlying
mechanisms of sexual desire and intimacy, was tested and supported with a sample

consisting of 428 individuals in a committed relationship.
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Although several limitations of the studies are discussed, namely its cross-
sectional nature, these results allow us to provide a theoretical complexification and an
empirical update of couple intimacy, sexual desire, differentiation of self and couple
satisfaction as well as to contribute with relevant clues for couple therapy and
preventive systemic interventions. The possibilities for future studies concerning these

target issues are also discussed.
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ENQUADRAMENTO CONCEPTUAL

Os estudos que integram este trabalho visam compreender os processos
individuais e relacionais inerentes a diferenciacdo do self, ao desejo sexual e a
intimidade na vida de casal, assim como de que forma contribuem para a satisfacdo do
casal'.

Este projeto foi pensado, estruturado e executado de acordo com vérias lentes
através das quais nos propusemos olhar para os casais. Na verdade, a histdoria deste
projeto desenvolve-se ao longo de diversas camadas de lentes de observacao, vulgo
paradigmas. Os paradigmas de investigacao sdo a base dos pressupostos e crengas sob
os quais os investigadores desenvolvem as suas praticas em termos ontologicos e
epistemolodgicos (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Este estudo, no ambito da Psicologia da
Familia, tem como contorno meta-teorico a perspetiva de complexidade sistémica
especificamente entretecida na Teoria dos Sistemas (von Bertalanffy, 1950), nas
teorias de complexidade sistémica (Morin, 2005) e na teoria ecoldgica do
desenvolvimento humano (Brofenbrenner, 1986; Portugal, 1992). O construcionismo
social (Gergen, 1985) foi também utilizado como quadro de referéncia tedrico, ndo sé
pela sua proximidade estrutural com a perspetiva sistémica como pelo seu particular
contributo na interpretacao das problematicas da sexualidade, especialmente sensiveis
as estruturas sociais e variagoes historico-culturais (Foucault,1978; Tunariu, 2007)

Considerado numa perspetiva holistica, este projeto de investigacdo enquadra-
se substancialmente no paradigma de investigacao pos-positivista, ndo reconhecendo a
existéncia de uma realidade unica ou verdade objetiva, passivel de ser conhecida, mas

apenas suscetivel de ser apreendida de um modo imperfeito e probabilistico (Lincoln e

" A revisio e articulagio tedrica relativa aos principais temas em estudo — intimidade, desejo e
diferenciagdo do self — tem lugar no Capitulo 1, através do artigo teodrico “Intimacy, sexual desire and
differentiation in couplehood: a theoretical and methodological review.”



Guba, 1985). Parte-se, pois, de um ponto de vista que rejeita a fusdo entre mapa e
territorio ou entre nome e coisa nomeada (Bateson, 1979), e considera a possibilidade
de realidades subjetivas, ambiguas ou multiplas (Denzin, 2012). As opgoes
metodoldgicas desta investigagdo emergem, assim, de uma tentativa de integracao dos
paradigmas subjacentes ao nosso posicionamento na investigacdo em Psicologia da

Familia (Figura 1).

‘Sensitizing concepts’ Interagdo

Linguagem Linguagem | nformagédo

Experiéncia social | Comunicacdo Padrées

Realidadevivida | Circularidade Contexto

Redes

L . Desenvolvi-
Construcionismo social mento Caos
Heuristica
Complexidade sistémica Realidade
multiversa

Teoria eco-sistémica

Paradigma de investigagdo pos-positivista

Fig. 1. Paradigmas subjacentes a presente investigacao



ENQUADRAMENTO METODOLOGICO

Neste projeto, foi utilizada uma abordagem de investigagdo mista, recorrendo-
se a metodologias qualitativas e quantitativas, tanto na recolha de dados como na sua
analise, e tem como objetivo Ultimo a compreensao integrada e alargada dos processos
individuais e diddicos em estudo. O campo da investigacdo mista tem sido palco de
aceso debate, desde as chamadas guerras de paradigmas dos anos 80, passando pelos
dialogos de paradigmas, ¢ pelos conflitos entre os defensores da fese de
incompatibilidade qualitativo-quantitativo ¢ os defensores da triangulacdo como
solugdo eficaz (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003). Surge, entdo,
uma abordagem mais pragmatica que acompanhou um movimento nas varias ciéncias
para a investigacdo baseada na evidéncia (evidence-based research) e para novas
abordagens de investigacdo mista (Denzin, 2012; Feilzer, 2009). Neste sentido,
baseamo-nos na abordagem de Mason (2006a, 2006b) a investigagdo mista, que,
através de uma logica integradora que reconhece e acolhe a multidimensionalidade dos
fenomenos, visa conduzir a investigagdo colocando questdes distintas mas
interligadas, evitando, assim, a logica de corroboracdo direta da triangulagdo
tradicional que tende a evitar a complexidade inerente aos fendmenos interacionais
(Mason, 2006b, 2006b).

O questionamento do nosso posicionamento epistemoldgico permite-nos
avaliar at¢ que ponto as metodologias utilizadas sdo consistentes com as premissas
fundamentais da epistemologia sistémica, tais como: 1) énfase nos padrdes,
informacodes e relagdes; 2) causalidade circular; 3) ideia de que o todo ndo pode ser
conhecido pelas partes decompostas ou isoladas e; 4) a ideia de que ndo ha uma Unica
realidade ou verdade cognoscivel, independente e objetiva (Gurman et al, 1986, in

Pinsof, 1989). Embora as premissas subjacentes as metodologias mais quantitativas



tenham ja sido consideradas inconsistentes com a epistemologia sistémica (Pinsof,
1989), por se basearem numa ldgica positivista, Pinsof (1989) considera-as adequadas,
sobretudo se forem seguidas algumas indica¢des: 1) manter o foco nos sistemas e
subsistemas; 2) aproveitar as operagdes estatisticas que permitem verificar interagdes e
correlacdes (e.g., correlacdo multipla, analises sequenciais); 3) focalizar a investigacao
no processo de mudanga, em vez de apenas nos “outcomes” ou resultados; 4) utilizar
tanto dados comportamentais como experienciais, e recolha destes dados através de
observacgao e self-reports.

Assim, tendo em conta o nosso posicionamento epistemologico e a escolha da
estratégia de investigacdo mista, e tendo sido identificadas algumas lacunas na
literatura sobre os temas em foco, as questdes de partida foram baseadas em alguns
“sensitizing concepts” (Blumer, 1953), tais como desejo, intimidade, autonomia,
regulacdo diadica, entre outros, definidos ndo como conceitos definitivos nem
“prescrigdes sobre o que ver”, mas sim dire¢des sugeridas, instrumentos interpretativos

ou pontos de partida para o estudo.

QUESTAO DE PARTIDA
Como se definem e articulam os processos da intimidade conjugal e

diferenciagdo do self, e de que forma contribuem para o desejo e a satisfagdo no casal?

OBIJETIVOS

Pretende-se, neste projeto, contribuir para o desenvolvimento da investigacao
sobre conjugalidade, particularmente no que diz respeito a intimidade, desejo sexual,
diferenciagdo e satisfagdo conjugal, através de um estudo sistémico e, de algum modo,

inovador, ao nivel da conceptualizacao dos temas e ao nivel metodologico (integracao



de metodologias qualitativas e quantitativas; o casal, e ndo apenas o individuo, como

unidade de andlise; inclusdo de faixas etarias frequentemente excluidas; foco em

fatores - individuais, relacionais, contextuais - que ilustram a complexidade do tema).
Para tal, foram delineados os objetivos centrais que, a seguir, se enunciam.

1. Analisar a relagdo entre desejo sexual, intimidade, diferenciacdo conjugal e
satisfacdo conjugal; analisar varidveis preditoras, moderadoras ou mediadoras nas
associacdes acima descritas

2. Investigar significagdes associadas a intimidade, desejo sexual e diferenciagao.

3. Identificar fatores promotores e perturbadores da intimidade e do desejo sexual.

4. Analisar trajetorias do desejo sexual, da intimidade, da diferenciacdo conjugal desde
o inicio da relagdo conjugal, bem como as relagdes entre tais percursos.

5. Relativamente a todos os objetivos anteriores, analisar diferengcas em fungdo do
sexo, idade, tempo de relagdo/coabitagdo e filhos.

6. Adaptar para a populagdo portuguesa escalas de avaliagdo de desejo sexual,

intimidade e diferenciagdo conjugal.



DESENHO DA INVESTIGACAO

Esta investigagcdo contempla quatro estudos principais — dois qualitativos e dois

quantitativos — e dois estudos complementares (Fig. 2).

Divulgacdo do estudo e obtencdo do consentimento informado

4 |
Casais | Individuos numa relagdo de casal
__________________ Voo I o
N=33 N=428
. | |
13 (@]
3 Protocolo de auto-relato %
o Intimacy (M5IS); Differentiation of self (DSI-R); g
c Sexual desire (HISD); Couples satisfaction (EASAVIC) g,
‘g Entrevista conjunta ao casal %
E Intimidade; Desejo sexual; Diferenciacdo do oi
§ self; Trajectarias; Interelactes ‘0
() .\ °
Estudos Qualitativos Estudos Quantitativos
Contributes para a velidacdo da HISD e MSIS
—_ (apéndice)
itul Capitulo 3 Capitulo 4 Capitulo 5
Caplt}] 02 Desejo & Discrepdncias Modelo
Intimidade Diferenciagdo no casal preditor

Fig. 2. Desenho da Investigagao.

Numa primeira etapa, foram realizados os estudos qualitativos, tendo sido
efetuadas entrevistas diadicas a casais participantes, as quais permitiram a recolha de
informacao sobre significacdes, crengas e expectativas quanto aos conceitos, trajetorias
e interinfluéncias da intimidade, desejo sexual e diferencia¢do do self. Constituiu uma
segunda etapa, a realizacdo de estudos de adaptacdo para a populacdo portuguesa de
instrumentos de auto-relato para avaliagio da intimidade e desejo sexual®. Finalmente
na ultima etapa, ja terminada a andlise de dados qualitativos e a recolha de dados de

self-report, foram efetuados os estudos quantitativos.

* Estes estudos, em formato de working manuscripts, encontram-se nos apéndices A e B
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Os estudos qualitativos ilustrados pelos capitulos 2 e 3 debrugaram-se
sobretudo sobre os objetivos especificos 2, 3, 4° e os estudos quantitativos
apresentados nos capitulos 4 e 5 comtemplaram do ponto de vista individual e diddico

os objetivos 1, 3,5 e 6*.

O PROCESSO DE RECOLHA DE DADOS

A tipologia de dados recolhidos ao longo deste projeto de investigagao ilustra o
nosso posicionamento epistemologico. Os dados obtidos sdo provenientes de
diferentes amostras e modalidades de resposta, pelo que diferem, entre si, quanto a sua
origem, ao objetivo e aos tipos de andlise a realizar.

Foi utilizada uma amostra de conveniéncia, ndo probabilistica, recolhida
através de estratégias de snowballing. Antecipando alguma dificuldade na recolha da
amostra devido ao tema em estudo, a divulgacdo do projeto foi definida e
implementada através de: 1) criagdo de um site ‘Projeto Intimidades® (com paginas
relativas ao convite a participagdo, resumo do contexto e objetivos do estudo,
protocolo do estudo, curriculum vitae da investigadora, sec¢do de noticias e novidades
sobre o estudo, contactos para participacdo, entre outros); 2) envio de emails-convite a
participagdo no estudo para diversas mailing lists; 3) divulga¢do do estudo através de
pequenas mensagens deixadas em sifes e blogs estratégicos (sobre conjugalidade,

parentalidade, familia, sexualidade, entre outros); 4) constru¢do e impressdo de um

3 Respetivamente: 2) Investigar significagdes associadas a intimidade, desejo sexual e diferenciagio do
self; 3) Identificar fatores protetores e de risco para a manutencdo do desejo sexual 4) Analisar trajetérias
do desejo sexual, da intimidade, da diferenciacao conjugal desde o inicio da relacdo conjugal; analisar as
relagdes entre tais percursos.

* Respetivamente: 1) Analisar a relagio entre desejo sexual, intimidade, diferenciacdo conjugal e
satisfacdo conjugal; analisar varidveis preditoras, moderadoras ou mediadoras nas associagdes acima
descritas; 3) Identificar fatores protetores e de risco para a manutengdo do desejo sexual; 5)
Relativamente a todas as alineas anteriores, analisar diferengas em fun¢do do sexo, idade, tempo de
relagdo/coabitagdo e filhos; 6) Adaptar para a populagdo portuguesa escalas de avaliagdo de desejo sexual,
intimidade e diferenciacdo conjugal.

> No enderego https://sites.google.com/site/intimacyanddesire/ .
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folheto informativo (ver apéndice J), com informagdes relevantes sobre o estudo, os
critérios de participacdo e os contactos, deixado estrategicamente em alguns locais e
entregue pessoalmente a potenciais participantes ou a pessoas que conheciam
potenciais participantes; 5) contactos com rede pessoal e profissional; e 6) criagdo de
um numero de telefone e email especifico para a marcagdo de entrevistas.

Esta diversidade de estratégias permitiu a divulgacdo do estudo junto de
populagdo alvo diferenciada (e.g., com e sem acesso ou utilizagdo regular da internet)
contribuindo, assim, para ampliar a heterogeneidade da amostra em estudo. Foram
utilizados sobretudo gatekeepers informais isto ¢, foi pedido aos casais que
participaram na entrevista que divulgassem o estudo a outros casais ou a individuos

que fizessem parte de um casal.

*Desejo sexual
sDiferenciacdo do self
*Trajectorias e Inter-relacfes

[ |
Amostra A : :
(N=428) I |
| DIFERENCAS |
Amostra Total \/ PREENCHIMENTO ~ Dados | ENTRE =
mostra fotal ) ONLINE individuais | GRUPOS: |
(N=492) . I |
A | |
PROTOCOLO COM { Amostra B | Sexo :
INSTRUMENTOS (N=64) : I
PSICOMETRICOS I |
ntimidad PREENCHIMENTO | ldade
*[ntimidade \

PRESENCIAL \ |
*Desejo Sexual y Dados : |
*Diferenciagdo do self ENTREVISTA / diadicos | pppe
*Satisfacdo Conjugal _ s |
DIADICA | coabitacdo |

[
Significagdes e crencas | |
sIntimidade | i |
| Filhos |
[ |
[ |
[ |
|

Fig. 3. Amostras, metodologias de recolha de dados e variaveis em estudo
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Na amostra relativa as entrevistas diadicas a casais, foram recolhidos dados
qualitativos - referentes as significagdes, expectativas e crengas sobre os conceitos em
estudo e suas associacdes — e dados quantitativos através do protocolo do estudo. Esta
abordagem permitiu-nos ter acesso a dados diddicos quantitativos e qualitativos. A
recolha da amostra online, constituida por individuos numa relacdo de compromisso
(casamento ou unido de facto), tinha como objetivo garantir um elevado niimero de
participagdes no protocolo de instrumentos de auto-relato de forma a possibilitar

analises estatisticas inferenciais.

Setting de investiga¢do — Entrevistas

As entrevistas de investigacdo devem ter lugar em ambientes privados e
sossegados, de forma a garantir a confidencialidade dos dados obtidos e um nivel de
concentragdo aceitavel para todos os intervenientes (Seidman, 1998). Nestas
entrevistas em particular, pelo facto de o tema requerer um elevado grau de
privacidade, a escolha do lugar da entrevista requereu um especial cuidado. Em todas
as marcagoes, foi sugerido aos participantes que a realizacdo da entrevista ocorresse
num gabinete de consulta da Faculdade de Psicologia da Universidade de Lisboa, que
reunia as condi¢des necessarias de privacidade e conforto, tendo a adicional vantagem
de ser muito eficaz em termos do tempo e do custo despendido pela equipa nas
deslocacdes. No entanto, pelo facto de as entrevistas de casal serem longas, cerca de
uma hora e meia, e de serem conjuntas, a ambos os membros do casal e de muitos
deles terem emprego a tempo inteiro e filhos, a maioria das entrevistas foi realizada,
por iniciativa dos proprios, nas casas dos participantes. Esta opcao foi considerada por

Seidman (1998) como especialmente favoravel pela familiaridade do local do ponto de
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vista dos participantes, que, assim, poderdo sentir-se mais confortaveis e seguros. Nao
obstante a diversidade de espacos, foi tentado, por parte do entrevistador, criar um
contexto relacional adequado e manter um formato relativamente comum nas diversas
situacdes. As entrevistas foram gravadas (dudio) de forma a possibilitar a posterior

transcrigao dos dados.

Consentimento informado

O consentimento informado (ver Apéndice C) obedeceu as indica¢des de nivel
ético e técnico propostas pelas organizagdes de internacionais psicdlogos e por outros
investigadores (APA, 2001; Seidman, 1998), incluindo: uma breve descricio do
estudo; a identificagdo da equipa responsavel e das instituicdes participantes, a garantia
de confidencialidade; a condi¢ao de voluntariado, os direitos dos participantes durante
a entrevistas, os servicos a disposi¢ao do participantes, se necessario o Servigo a
Comunidade da Faculdade de Psicologia da Universidade de Lisboa, entre outros. O
projeto foi aprovado pela Comissdo Cientificae Coordenadora do Programa de
Doutoramento Interuniversitario em Psicologia Clinica — Psicologia da Familia e
Intervencdes Familiares (FPUL-FPCEUL), tendo sido considerado adequado em

termos deontoldgicos.

A participagdo online

O website Projeto Intimidades foi construido com trés objetivos principais: 1)
aumentar, especialmente através da partilha nas redes sociais, a visibilidade do estudo,
por forma a promover a participagdo na investigacao; 2) criar uma plataforma segura e
fidvel de alojamento do protocolo online; e 3) estabelecer um canal privilegiado de

comunicacdo dos participantes e/ou interessados, para a divulgacdo de noticias e
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publicacdes do projeto.

Apesar das suas vantagens em termos de proximidade e acessibilidade, a
participagdo online coloca alguns desafios, especialmente quanto a possibilidade de
participagdo abusiva e a seguranca dos dados dos participantes. H4 diversas formas de
proteger os dados sensiveis e a participacdo abusiva, no entanto, as estratégias que
mais protegem os participantes tendem a ser aquelas que mais facilitam a participacao
abusiva. O registo de IP’s (i.e., o bilhete de identidade do computador pessoal ¢ da
ligacdo a net do participante) ou o uso de cookies (pequenos aquivos gravados no
computador do participante) sdo muito uteis para controlar as participacdes multiplas,
mas compromete o anonimato dos participantes, pois a sua informagdo torna-se
passivel de ser rastreada até ao proprio e podem ser considerados uma invasdo da
privacidade (BPS, 2007). Segundo a tipologia proposta pela British Psychological
Society (2007), o presente estudo online ¢ considerado ‘andénimo’ e,
consequentemente, ndo foi usada qualquer estratégia de que permitisse a identificacao
dos participantes ou dos seus computadores. Assim, optou-se pelo Google
Forms/Google Docs como plataforma de alojamento do protocolo dos questionarios,
que nao preve a recolha de IP.

Quanto ao risco de haver participagdes com o objetivo de influenciar os
resultados, consideramos que tal preocupacao ¢ vital para questionarios ou inquéritos
curtos (Hewson et Laurent, 2008; Madge, 2007), o que ndo se verifica nos
questionarios do presente estudo, ja que a maioria dos participantes ‘ao vivo’ demorou
cerca de 30-45 minutos a completa-lo. Estratégias a posteriori como detecdo de
outliers ou andlises de padrdes de resposta idénticos podem também proteger a
qualidade dos dados (Birnbaum, 2004), sem comprometer o anonimato dos

participantes. Adicionalmente, antecipamos que membros de um mesmo casal
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preenchessem o questiondrio online a partir do mesmo computador, o que resultaria
numa duplicagdo de IP no registo do protocolo online, sem que isso significasse uma
participagdo abusiva.

Diversas estratégias foram utilizadas para proteger a identidade dos
participantes, seguindo as indicacdes de Kraut e colegas (2003): 1) auséncia de recolha
de elementos identificadores (nome, mail, etc.); 2) utilizagdo de programas Web que
criam os questionarios automaticamente (tal como o Goggle Forms); 3) prote¢do via
palavra-chave de todo o acesso ao registo dos questiondrios. Precaugdes adicionais
incluiram a encripta¢do dos dados através da utilizagdo do enderego /Attps (em vez de
http) e a realizacdo de coOpias de seguranca semanais num disco rigido externo, sem
contacto com a World Wide Web. Em suma, consideramos que o protocolo online do
Projeto Intimidades ¢ and6nimo, ou seja, o participante ndo pode ser ligado a
informagdo, ¢ que foram tomadas medidas adequadas para prevenir a participagao

abusiva.

Os INSTRUMENTOS

A ENTREVISTA DIADICA

A escolha de entrevista conjugal justifica-se pela nossa posi¢do epistemologica
(paradigma do construcionismo social e da complexidade sistémica) que conceptualiza
o conhecimento como algo socialmente construido através da interacdo e da linguagem
(McNamee & Gergen, 1992; Beitlin, 2008) e das perspetivas pessoais como
indissociaveis do contexto de relacdes envolventes. Entender os processos familiares
ou de casal como sendo formados ao longo do tempo através da comunicagdo e da

interacao foi igualmente fundamental para esta escolha.
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Sobre os objetivos da entrevista

O objetivo de uma entrevista ndo ¢ a de testar hipoteses ou de obter
respostas para as nossas questoes, por mais que isso possa parecer tentador ou provavel
(Seidman, 1998). A caracteristica mais relevante da entrevista ¢, como considera
Seidman (1998), o interesse em compreender as experiéncias das outras pessoas € o
significado que estas lhes atribuem. No entanto, sabemos que, embora este inferesse
em compreender as experiéncias das pessoas seja um fator crucial no trabalho de
investigacdo através da entrevista, ndo podemos almejar essa compreensdo total, e ai
reside a questdo da intersubjetividade entre entrevistado e entrevistador (ou entre
investigador e participante).

Um dos principios basicos da entrevista de investigagdo ¢ o de que os
significados atribuidos pelas pessoas as suas experiéncias influenciam a vivéncia
destas experiéncias. Apesar de Seidman (1998) considerar que a entrevista, por
facultar acesso aos contextos pessoais, possibilita a compreensdo do significado de
dado comportamento, a lente pos- positivista com que abordamos este trabalho, indica-
nos que a entrevista e as tarefas resultantes da sua analise (transcri¢do, codificacao,
interpretagdo, etc.) poderdo somente abrir as portas para o investigador entrar num
espaco relacional de intersubjetividade com o participante, e, assim, construir, ele
proprio, um significado com as experiéncias e significados do entrevistado.

A entrevista € particularmente indicada como método de recolha de
dados quando o objetivo ¢ o de recolher opinides, ideias e crengas dos participantes
(Lessard, Herbert, Goyette, & Boutin, 1990), sendo, também, um método essencial
num estudo como este, com caracteristicas fortemente exploratérias, ou seja, que

procura significacdes sobre um tema que ainda ndao foi indagado de uma forma
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particular. Para além disto, e em coeréncia com os objetivos deste projeto, a entrevista
¢ uma ferramenta essencial para a construgdo de teoria (Portou & Desmet, 1988, entre

outros).

O guido

O guido (ver Apéndice D) foi estruturado de acordo com os objetivos da
investigacdo e com os principios base propostos pela literatura sobre investigacao
qualitativa. A metodologia eleita para a analise dos dados qualitativos deste estudo
insere-se na Grounded Theory Methodology (GTM; Glasser & Strauss, 1967). Assim
sendo, procurou-se um compromisso entre uma revisao de literatura equilibrada, para
que a entrevista focasse todos os pontos essenciais (sensitizing concepts) da proposta
de investigacdo, mantendo, no entanto, a abertura necessaria & emergéncia de novos
temas através da narrativa dos participantes, como ¢ essencial a qualquer projeto que
incorpore a GTM. Assim, o guido foi estruturado em seis moédulos de indagagdo semi-
estruturada, em ordem crescente de complexidade, de forma a corresponder aos
objetivos do estudo: 1) Significacdes e expectativas sobre intimidade; 2) Significagdes
e expectativas sobre desejo sexual; 3) Significagdes e expectativas sobre diferenciacao;
4) Significagdes e expectativas sobre trajetorias de intimidade, desejo sexual e
diferenciagdo; 5) Significagdes e expectativas sobre interinfluéncias entre as trajetorias
de intimidade, desejo sexual e diferenciacao. No ponto 3, relativo a diferenciacdo, por
ndo consideramos que a diferenciagdo do self fosse um conceito do conhecimento
comum, optdmos por construir duas historias curtas (ver Apéndice E), cada uma
representado um casal imaginario, onde se contrastava um casal com um nivel de
diferenciagdo baixo e outro casal com um nivel de diferenciagdo alto, espelhando

através de comportamentos, as dimensdes reatividade emocional, distanciamento,
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fusdo e posicdo “eu” do construto da diferenciagdo do self. As estdrias foram lidas com
introducdo ao modulo da diferenciacdo, sendo que, no final das estdrias, era também
lida uma defini¢do de diferenciacdo (ver Apéndice D) e os casais eram convidados a
colocar questdes sobre o conceito, casos ainda ndo estivessem esclarecidos. Todos os
casais conseguiram explicar pelas suas proprias palavras o construto, antes de

iniciarmos as questdes sobre este tema.

Estudo piloto do guido e do protocolo

As entrevistas piloto foram realizadas com trés casais que cumpriam os
critérios para inclusdo na amostra ¢ que, de certa forma, ilustravam a diversidade
potencial da amostra. O primeiro casal era constituido, em unido de facto, por pessoas
com idades entre os 28 e os 35, sem filhos, em fase de inicio de vida profissional e
familiar. O segundo casal (casamento) era constituido, por pessoas com profissoes
técnicas, com 45 anos, e trés filhos em idade escolar e adolescéncia. Por fim, o terceiro
casal, também casados, era constituido por dois jovens profissionais liberais, com
carreiras muito ativas, de trinta anos, com um filho ainda bebé. Apds as trés entrevistas
e respectivas transcrigdes, o guido foi revisto, com particular incidéncia nas seguintes
mudangas consideradas necessarias pela equipa: 1) diminui¢do do tempo de entrevista,
0o que implicou a reducdo do tempo dedicado ao primeiro modulo da entrevista
(Intimidade) por se considerar demasiado extenso, e a retirada de questdes de caracter
mais geral (e.g., “Na sua opinido, como ¢ que os casais em geral lidam com mudancas
no desejo sexual?”’) em todo o guido, reservando-se o uso das mesmas para casais que,
sobre certos temas, tivessem dificuldade em falar sobre as suas experiéncias pessoais;
2) eliminagdao de tarefas individuais presentes no guido original da entrevista; 3)

clarificagdo do moddulo da entrevista relativo ao tema da diferenciagdo, sendo
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necessario adicionar algumas componentes ou possibilidades do conceito de
diferenciagdo as “Estorias de Casais”, particularmente porque a modalidade de
distanciamento estava sobre-representada na estéria do casal com elevado nivel de
diferenciagdo, e porque decidimos incluir o tema ‘“ciimes” no casal com elevado o
nivel de diferenciacdo, de forma a diminuir o viés identificado para o casal com

elevado nivel de diferenciagao.

O PROTOCOLO DE INVESTIGACAO

O protocolo final incluiu os seguintes instrumentos, a serem aplicados por esta
ordem: Miller Social Intimacy Scale (MSIS; Miller & Lefcourt, 1982), Differentiation
of Self Inventory - Revised (DSI-R; Skowron & Frielander, 1998); Hurlbert Index of
Sexual Desire (HISD; Apt & Hurlbert, 1992); e a Escala de Avalia¢do da Satisfag¢do

em Areas da Vida (EASAVIC; Narciso & Costa, 1996).

A ANALISE DE DADOS

ABORDAGEM QUALITATIVA: GROUNDED THEORY METHODOLOGY

“There is an irony—perhaps a paradox—here: that a methodology that is

based on ‘‘interpretation’’ should itself prove so hard to interpret.

(Dey, 1999, p. 23; in LaRossa, 2005)

A investiga¢io qualitativa® define-se como qualquer tipo de investigagdo que
produza resultados através de métodos que ndo envolvam procedimentos estatisticos,
sendo que a maior parte da analise € interpretativa (Strauss & Corbin, 1967). Este ¢ um

processo de interpretagdo que visa descobrir conceitos e relagdes na informacao

% Por se constituir como um critério essencial para a validagio dos estudos qualitativos, ¢ dada a
impossibilidade de desenvolvimento extenso das questdes metodologicas nos artigos qualitativos (por
constrangimentos de nimero de paginas), tal sera efetuado neste capitulo.
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recolhida, organizando-os num esquema tedrico explicativo. Os métodos qualitativos
sdo especialmente usados em investigagdes que visem compreender a natureza da
experiéncia humana em situagdes especificas ou em investigagdes que visem explorar
areas do conhecimento pouco desenvolvidas onde se procura encontrar novo
conhecimento (Stern, 1980, cit por Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Esta metodologia permite
obter detalhes sobre fendmenos como sentimentos, processos de pensamento e
emocdes que sdo dificeis de extrair através de métodos de investigagdo mais
convencionais (Strauss & Corbin, 1967). As trés componentes essenciais da
metodologia qualitativa s3o os dados, os procedimentos que visam analisar e
interpretar os dados e, por fim, a parte final que consiste nos relatorios escritos e
verbais (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

A Grounded Theory classica (GT) foi originalmente desenvolvida por Glaser e
Strauss (1967) influenciados pelas abordagens pragmaticas e interaccionistas, que
abrem portas para a compreensao sobre a complexidade e variabilidade dos fendémenos
relativos a interagdo humana (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Sucintamente, a GT refere-se a
teoria desenvolvida de forma sequencialmente dedutiva e indutiva através dos dados
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), apresentando um quadro de
referéncia para uma investigacdo qualitativa precisa. O investigador que utiliza a
estratégia da GT assume a responsabilidade do seu papel eminentemente interpretativo,
incluindo, durante todo o processo, as perspetivas dos participantes. A construgdo da
teoria opera-se sobre os padrdes de interacdo entre os varios tipos de unidades sociais e
sobre os processos decorrentes da mudangas nas condi¢des internas e externas, sendo
que, para tal, a teoria baseada nesta metodologia ¢ informada por um modelo
paradigmatico (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), especificando as caracteristicas particulares

do fenomeno, permitindo, assim, tornad-la preditiva quanto a fendmenos com
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caracteristicas semelhantes.

Embora a abordagem inicial & andlise de dados, neste projeto, tenha sido
desenvolvida através da GT tradicional, tal como proposta por Glaser e Strauss (1967),
rapidamente foram percebidos diversos obstaculos a sua realizagdo neste formato mais
tradicional, nomeadamente a exigéncia do investigador ndo ser contaminado através de
leituras aprofundadas de investigagcdes ou trabalhos sobre os temas em foco. Pela
exigéncia de entrega de um artigo de revisdo tedrica e um projeto adequado a
candidatura a uma bolsa de Doutoramento na FCT no final do primeiro ano do
doutoramento, tal requisito ndo foi cumprido. Assim, na procura de alternativas a GT
tradicional, encontrdmos diversas metodologias semelhantes a GT no essencial mas
com algumas diferengas relevantes para este projeto, denominadas de Grounded
Theory Methodologies (GTM).

Holton (2008) descreve as principais diferengas entre a GT e as GTM que incluem
as propostas Strauss ¢ Corbin (1999), denominadas de simbdlico-interaccional ou mais
recentemente as propostas de Charmaz (2006), denominadas de construtivistas (Esta
abordagem mantém as caracteristicas principais da GT mas inova na medida em que
ha uma maior atencdo dada ao contexto, uma assuncdo explicita de multiplas
realidades subjetivas e pelo um posicionamento reflexivo do investigador.
Adicionalmente, este posicionamento ndo exige que o investigador seja uma fabula

rasa quanto ao tema em questao.

A codificagdo
Ha diversos tipos de codificagdo que tém lugar na analise de dados qualitativos
e da grounded theory em particular. A codificacdo substantiva ocorre quando o

investigador separa e analisa os dados diretamente, efetuando uma codificagdo aberta
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para perceber quais sdo as categorias emergentes e os conceitos relacionados. Através

da codificagdo seletiva ou teorica, o investigador ird saturar essas categorias centrais

(core categories).

A saturagdo tedrica desejada ¢ atingida através da comparagdo constante entre

indicadores intra e inter-categoria, de forma a perceber as propriedades e as dimensodes

de cada categoria até que ndo surjam novas categorias relevantes (Holton, 2008). O

investigador podera, entdo, iniciar o processo de integragdo conceptual das categorias e

conceitos relacionados, produzindo uma rede de interligacdes que ilustram os padroes

subjacentes (a0 comportamento que irdo sustentar possiveis hipoteses de uma nova

teoria explicativa (Holton, 2008).
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Fig. 4. Estratégias progressivas de codificacdo dos dados qualitativos.

Na figura 4, estdo descritos os procedimentos especificos de codificagdo

utilizados nos presentes estudos qualitativos. Numa primeira fase, a totalidade das
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transcrigdes das entrevistas aos casais, segmentadas em unidade de texto —
normalmente frases ou segmentos de frase — foram codificadas de forma descritiva
(identificagdo dos participantes em termos de casal, sexo e outras caracteristicas) e
topica (identificacdo dos tdpicos ou temas principais). Enquanto a primeira codificagdo
nos permite, mais tarde, fazer perguntas aos dados, tais como, Serd que mulheres se
referem mais aos fatores relacionais do que os homens?, a segunda permite também
identificar o texto conforme a fase da entrevista em que ocorre e permite-nos fazer
uma primeira arvore de categorias simples. Em seguida, a codificacdo analitica
constitui-se na codifica¢do aberta, uma estratégia relativamente livre de atribuir nomes
aos temas complexos emergentes ¢ a codificagdo axial, onde se pode comecar a
distinguir hierarquias entre os temas que surgem. Através da comparacdo constante
entre categorias, de forma a descortinar contrastes e semelhancas, inicia-se um
processo de descoberta de padrdes e processo com um maior nivel de abstracdo. Ao
contrario do que seria indicado numa investigagdo com GT classica, nesta
investigagdo, ndo lutdmos sempre por um grau de abstragdo cada vez maior com o
objetivo ultimo de chegar a uma unica categoria sintetizadora de todo o processo,
como indicado por Glaser & Strauss (1967). No entanto, pretendemos que os
resultados finais da analise qualitativa ndo fossem ‘apenas’ um relatério de factos mas
sim processos, padroes e hipoteses conceptuais desenvolvidas a partir de dados
empiricos (Glasser, 1998).Assim, esta estratégia metodologica permitiu o
desenvolvimento de hipdteses explicativas, num processo de interpretacdo sistematica
com regras especificas, permitindo a identificagdo de conceitos, relagdes e processos
na informacao recolhida, e a sua organizagao num esquema tedrico explicativo.

Como auxiliar essencial neste processo, o software QSR NVivo (versoes 8, 9 e

10) foi utilizado em toda a andlise de dados qualitativa.
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A qualidade dos dados qualitativos

A validade e precisao dos dados recolhidos pelo método da entrevista t€ém sido
discutidas ininterruptamente desde as chamadas guerras paradigmaticas (vide Gage,
1989; entre outros), Lincoln e Guba propuseram, nos anos 80, a substituicdo dos
conceitos de validade e precisdo nas metodologias qualitativas pelos conceitos de
confianga, isto ¢, a qualidade em metodologias qualitativas seria aferida através da sua
credibilidade (e.g., triangulagdo), autenticidade (rasto da andlise); transferéncia
(através da amostragem tedrica ou de um ‘rigor rico’), dependéncia (triangulacao,
rigor), ressonancia (ou relevancia do topico), confirmacao (didrio de auto-observacao).
Estes critérios podem ser adicionalmente avaliados através dos didrios de bordo
referentes a categorizagdo (ver Apéndice K), analise de casos negativos, entre outros
(Lincoln e Guba, 1985; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Recentemente, alguns autores tém
lutado pelo regresso do conceito de validade a investigagdo qualitativa, argumentando

que as diversas estratégias de verificacao a sustentam (Morse et al., 2002).

ANALISE QUANTITATIVA

Nos estudos quantitativos, foram utilizados testes e operagdes estatisticas
paramétricos (descritos em cada um dos respectivos capitulos), recorrendo ao software
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, versoes 16, 17, 18 e 19, 20) e a modelos
de equagdes estruturais, através do software IBM SPSS Amos (versdes 19, 20, 21).
Adicionalmente, foram ainda realizadas andlises factoriais exploratorias e
confirmatorias dos instrumentos de auto-relato, recorrendo aos softwares de analise

estatistica supramencionados.
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ESTRUTURA DA DISSERTACAO

Esta dissertagdo, iniciada com a presente /ntrodugdo, onde se explicitaram os
referenciais paradigmaticos, as consequentes opgoes metodologicas e o desenho da
investigacao, inclui, ainda, quatro capitulos e a Discussao Integrativa.

O primeiro capitulo, sob a forma do artigo de revisdo teorica “Intimacy, sexual
desire and differentiation in couplehood: A theorectical and methodological review”,
define os temas da intimidade, desejo sexual e diferenciacao do self, descreve os mais
recentes avancos empiricos destes temas e identifica lacunas na investigacao,
sugerindo vias de investiga¢do promissoras. O segundo capitulo ¢ constituido pelo
artigo “Authenticity, work and change: A qualitative study on couple intimacy” que,
através de pontes tedricas entre a psicologia da familia e a sociologia da familia,
descreve um estudo qualitativo com casais, sugere um modelo sistémico da intimidade
e indica os fatores identificados pelos participantes como influéncias na intimidade
conjugal. De forma semelhante, tendo também por base as entrevistas aos casais, o
capitulo terceiro ¢ dedicado ao artigo “Is committed desire intentional? A qualitative
exploration of sexual desire and differentiation of self in couples”, onde estdo
identificados, relativamente ao desejo e a diferenciacdo no casal, os principais fatores
de influéncia, as estratégias para a sua promocao € as suas trajetorias longitudinais
mais frequentemente identificadas. Apos estes capitulos focados na andlise qualitativa,
surgem os trabalhos focados na andlise quantitativa. O quarto capitulo, relativo ao
artigo “Partner’s similarity in differentiation of self contributes to higher couple
sexual desire: A quantitative dyadic study”, descreve a analise diadica dos dados
recolhidos através de instrumentos relativos a diferenciacdo do self, ao desejo sexual e
a satisfacdo conjugal. O quinto capitulo, ja baseado numa amostra individual de maior

dimensdo, propde um modelo explicativo da influéncia da diferenciacdo do self na
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satisfacdo conjugal, através dos processos relativos ao desejo sexual e intimidade,
sumariado no artigo “Predicting couple satisfaction: The role of differentiation of self,
sexual desire and intimacy. Por fim, a Discussdo Integrativa apresenta uma reflexao
sobre os contributos mais relevantes desta investigagdo, integrando os principais
resultados na literatura, detendo-se sobre as suas limitacdes e delineando pontos de
partida para futuras investigacdes sobre intimidade, desejo sexual, diferenciagdo do

self e os seus contributos para a satisfacao do casal.
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Na rota da investigacdio 1

Este primeiro artigo, de ambito teorico, fundamenta o projeto de investigacao,
revelando o mapa sobre o qual este ird decorrer. Focado nos conceitos de intimidade
conjugal e de desejo sexual, explora as suas dimensdes € o seu desenvolvimento da
literatura, identificando questdes relevantes e algumas lacunas na investigacao.
Relaciona, entdo, alguns pontos-chave da intimidade e do desejo com o conceito de
diferenciagdo do self, revelando o seu potencial contributo para responder, em jeito de

hipdtese, a algumas propostas tedricas.

Como vém sendo relacionados estes conceitos na literatura clinica e na investiga¢do?

Referéncia:
Ferreira, L. C., Narciso, I., & Novo, R. F. (2012). Intimacy, sexual desire and
differentiation in couplehood: A theoretical and methodological review. Journal of

Sex & Marital Therapy, 38(3), 263—80. doi:10.1080/0092623X.2011.606885



33



34

CAPiTULO 1



35



Intimacy, sexual desire and differentiation in couplehood:

A theoretical and methodological review

Luana Cunha Ferreira

University of Lisbon and University of Coimbra

Isabel Narciso and Rosa Ferreira Novo

University of Lisbon

Author Notes:

We wish to thank Barbara Fiese, PhD, for her contributions on the manuscript.

36



37

Abstract

The scientific community underlines that one of the main challenges for
couples is the impact of time on sexual desire. Some studies suggest that while some
dimensions associated with intimacy tend to increase along the relationship, sexual
desire and the related constructs tend to decrease. Recently, some authors (Perel, 2007;
Schnarch, 2001) suggested that couple relationships with high degrees of sharing and
fusion might be particularly detrimental for the sustenance of sexual desire. However,
we found no empirical or theoretical studies that investigate the relationships between
intimacy and desire. Recovering the concept of differentiation (Bowen, 1979;
Schnarch, 2001) as a possible influencing variable between intimacy and desire, we
aim, in this literature review, to reflect on this theme, which we consider to be of
paramount relevance for the couple viability.

Keywords: Intimacy, Sexual desire, differentiation, Couples, Length of

relationship
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Intimacy, sexual desire and differentiation in couplehood:
A theoretical and methodological review

The couple relationship is a highly significant factor affecting well-being and
physical or mental health (Hinchliff & Gott, 2004; Hook, Gerstein, Detterich, &
Gridley, 2003; Impett, Strachman, Finkel, & Gable, 2008) and the increasing rates of
divorce have raised interest in issues regarding couple viability (Narciso & Ribeiro,
2009). Through this article we will focus on intimacy and sexual desire as central
pieces in the puzzle of couple relationships and we will reflect on the relevance of the
differentiation of self construct in relating these pieces.

Couple intimacy is important for adjustment and psychological well-being,
since intimate relationships and their components buffer daily stress (Prager, 1997;
Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009). The construct of sexual desire is also useful to the
understanding of the couple, since maintaining a satisfactory level of sexual desire has
been empirically identified as one of the main factors that contribute to couple
satisfaction, strongly impacting the continuity of the relationship (Hinchliff & Gott,
2004; Impett et al, 2008; McCarthy, Ginsberg, & Fucito, 2006). Several authors have
been alerting for importance of the study of intimacy and desire in couple
relationships, particularly in what concerns the research sample diversity and
representativity (e.g., most studies only use college-aged participants); the relational
approach (i.e., most studies only focus on the individual as the unit of analysis); and
the identification of couple patterns and resources that increase the quality and
durability of the couple relationship and that might contribute to empirically based
couple interventions (Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Schnarch, 1991; Stenberg & Barnes,
1988). However, sexuality within the couple is still a neglected theme in scientific

research (Christopher & Sprecher, 2000).
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The research literature reflects several inconsistencies regarding the definitions
and interactions of intimacy (often confused with closeness ) and sexual desire (often
confused with sexual arousal or passion) (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999; Hinchliff
& Gott, 2004, Impett et al, 2008; McCarthy et al, 2006; Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009;
Regan & Berscheid, 1999; Sternberg & Barnes, 1988). These inconsistencies
contribute to the difficulties in the psychometric assessment of these specific concepts
and, consequently, to the comprehension of its change through time (Hook et al, 2003;
Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009).

Regarding the impact of time in couplehood, several main ideas are common
in research and clinical literature: the inevitability of a strong decrease in sexual desire
through the relationship (e.g., Impett et al; Regan, & Berscheid, 1999), concurrent with
the increase in intimacy (e.g., Acker & Davis, 1992; Chelune, Robison and Kommor,
1984; Hatfield & Rapson, 1993b; Sternberg, 1988); and the importance of emotional
intimacy as the path to a fulfilled sexuality (e.g., Levine, 1991; Narciso & Ribeiro,
2009). However, the relationship between intimacy and desire isn't explicit and we
found no empirical studies that clearly investigate such relationship.

Recently, a few clinical authors suggested that some styles of intimacy,
characterized by high levels of fusion and low levels of autonomy), could be
particularly damaging to the preservation of a satisfactory level of sexual desire (Perel,
2008; Schnarch, 1991). A fusional intimacy and a high level of sexual desire are
claimed as the quintessence of the romantic love paradigm. However, they appear to
be, on the long run, incompatible. An innovative conceptualization proposes, as an
essential paradox, the idea that a certain distance is a precondition for a level of
intimacy that allows for the survival of sexual desire (Bataille, 1968; Knee, Canevello,

Bush, & Cook, 2008). This distance is referred by Schnarch (1991) as integrated in the
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construct of differentiation, and by Perel (2008) as the concept of otherness. The
ability to maintain a resilient sexual desire (McCarthy et al) might be enhanced by this
individual and relational factor: differentiation (Kerr & Bowen, 1979, in Schnarch,
1991). However, these proposals still lack a clear empirical support, since most of
these ideas steam from theoretical works instead of research and the construct of
differentiation itself still has some lack of empirical support. We aim, in this article: 1)
to illustrate the different definitions of intimacy and sexual desire; 2) provide an
overview of the state of the art, in research and clinical literature, regarding the
relationships between intimacy, desire and related constructs; 3) Survey the different
clinical and empirical arguments regarding the usefulness of the differentiation
construct in understanding these relationship’s and; 4) propose reflections and clues

for future research and interventions.

Intimacy

Defining intimacy.

The diversity of intimacy definitions can be organized as having characteristics
of a state or a process and also by being a relational or individual perspective (Narciso
& Ribeiro, 2009). In addition, one can think of the variety of intimacy definitions as
having a componential or an essential quality. For instance, Narciso’s proposal (2001),
a multi-process, dynamic and interactional perspective, might illustrate a componential
definition since it grows out of the metaphor of a relational textile composed by
several intertwined threads (components), like self disclosure and sharing, emotional
support, trust, interdependence and mutuality, along with a perimeter lining, consisting
of affection and sexuality. Wilner (1982) or Papouchis’ (1982) definitions illustrate a

more essential or whole character of intimacy. Also, while some authors include
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sexuality as a component in their definitions of intimacy, others clearly distinguish it
and yet others consider sex to be the factor that shapes and mirrors intimacy (Narciso,
2001).

While surveying the diversity of intimacy definitions, Baumeister &
Bratslavsky (1999), found three common factors: self-disclosure (expressing relevant
feelings, which implies a feedback of the significant others, in which one feels
validated and understood)closeness (belief that the other knows me well and has
positive feelings towards me) and expression of affection (Clark & Reis, 1988), Reis &
Patrick, 1996, Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999). Hence, they proposed an integrated
definition of intimacy that includes the concepts of mutual self-disclosure, favorable
attitudes or affection and communication of that affection. However, in a study later
aimed at evaluating psychometric tools that claimed to measure intimacy, Hook and
colleagues (2003) found that love and affection, personal validation, trust and self-
disclosure were the common components of intimacy, as assessed by such instruments.

Costa (2005) notes that such definitions of intimacy should conceptualize it as
multi-systemic process, inter and intra personal, and should always take into account a
developmental perspective. Papouchis (1982; p. 348) definition of intimacy fulfils this
idea by saying that in order to be intimate, one needs to have a high enough level of
personal development so that the individual identity isn’t threatened when one is in an
intimate relationship with a partner.

Another soft spot on intimacy definitions is the unclear distinction between
intimacy and closeness, seldom used interchangeably. They are distinguishable by the
fact that intimacy lies on the realm of mutual self-disclosure, affection and validation,
while closeness is more related to being with the other (Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009),

frequency of contact or even physical proximity.
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Assessing intimacy

As expected, considering the diversity of intimacy definitions, there are several
psychometric tools to assess this construct. Hook and colleagues, based what most
theorist agree to be the four main features of intimacy (mentioned above), designed a
comparative study between intimacy scales: Miller Social Intimacy Scale (Miller &
Lefcourt, 1982), Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships Scale (Schaefer &
Olson, 1981, in Hook et al) and Fear of Intimacy Scale (Descutner & Thelen, 1991, in
Hook et al), concluding that the intimacy construct would only be fully assessed as a
multidimensional construct if the three scales were used together, since none of the
scales would evaluate the four main dimensions of intimacy by itself.

Concerning the assessment of intimacy in terms of gender differences,
similarities are higher than the differences but women tend to emphasize affection and
its expression, while men tend to emphasize sexuality and physical proximity, and
there are no differences regarding self-disclosure and trust (Hook et al, Narciso &
Ribeiro, 2009). However, most studies have been using a conceptualization of
intimacy that favors a perspective based on women’s relational advantages, probably
silencing the unique attributes and meanings of the men’s conception of intimacy

(Perel, 2008; Prager, 1995).

Sexual Desire

Defining sexual desire.

The issue of sexual desire as a scientific question surfaced after Kinsey’s
(1970; 1972) and Masters & Johnson’s (1966) studies, through Kaplan’s (1974; 1984)
proposal regarding the existence of something before the sexual response cycle

presented by her predecessors (excitement, plateau, orgasm, resolution). She proposed
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a new cycle (desire, excitement, orgasm), raising the interest on more subjective topics
related to sexuality (Regan & Berscheid, 1999).

What is sexual desire? It is distinguishable, although often confused from
sexual arousal, which is constituted by a physiological component, characterized by
the physical manifestations from and with the sexual act, and also by the subjective
experience of the genital and physiological changes (Green &Mosher, 1985, in Regan
& Berscheid, 1999; (Levine, 2002). The time factor helps distinguish between this
subjective component of sexual arousal and sexual desire, as while subjective sexual
arousal occurs contemporaneously to the sexual act, sexual desire can happen outside
the sexual act and it is not dependent on the genital response (Regan & Berscheid,
1999). These experiences - subjective sexual arousal, sexual desire and the sexual act
co-occur frequently (Basson, 2001, 2002; Laan & Both, 2008).

Reviewing the diversity of sexual desire conceptions, Regan and Berscheid
(1979) consider that generally, they fit into two perspectives a) the motivational vision,
that considers desire to be a motivational state that direct the individual action to the
pursuit of sexual activity opportunities that translate, if satisfied, into pleasure
(Gonzaga, Turner, Keltner, Campos, & Altemus, 2006) and b) the interpersonal
perspective, focused on the broader relational context, suggesting that desire is an
externally generated phenomenon primarily focused on a partner, originated by an
external source and highly impacted by situational conditions (Regan & Berscheid,
1999, Fish, Fish & Sprenkle, 1984).

Alternative to the external/internal dichotomy is the clinical integrative model
of Levine (1991, 2002) stating that sexual desire is an intensely personal subjective
experience which is the product of the interaction between the neuro-endocrine system,

cognitive processes, motivational processes and the contextual, social and cultural
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processes, fluctuating along a spectrum and characterizes by strong individual
differences in intensity, between sexes and according to age.

In her triphasic model of sexuality, Kaplan (1974) doesn’t distinguish the levels
of intensity of each phase (desire — excitement — orgasm), and it places desire only
before the physiological response, ignoring the desire one may feel during the
excitement stages (Schnarch, 1991). So one can ask: are we measuring sexual desire or
sexual arousal? In contrast, in its quantum model of sexual function and dysfunction,
Schnarch (1991) integrates the physiological and psychological dimensions of the
sexual response, including thresholds for sexual response, thus offering a model that
works in a continuum of stimulation and avoids compartmentalization of stages. This
model has some similarities with the recent models regarding the cycle of female
sexual response (Basson, 2001; 2002; Laan & Both, 2008) since it considers sexual
desire to be concomitant and not only precedent to the other phases of the sexual
response cycle. Hence, according to these models, sexual desire contributes to the
progression of the cycle itself and is retroactively reinforced by the other stages. These
models diverge from the genital focus of previous ones, concentrating on the
interactions between desire, intimacy, meaning of sexual stimuli and receptivity.

The sexual response cycle disorder regarding low sexual desire is
defined, according to DSM — IV- TR (2002) as hypoactive sexual desire disorder, and
it consists of two main criteria: 1) the absence or impairment of sexual fantasies and
desire of sexual activity; and 2) resulting in an accentuated ill-being or interpersonal
difficulties. This definition appears inadequate, since the frequency of desire previous
to the sexual act is very variable, even in persons with no sexual complaints. Hence,
several authors are calling for a redefinition of this inclusion criteria on DSM, and

propose a greater attention to subjective experiences of sexual encounters along with a
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vision that includes the multidimensional and interactional nature of sexual desire

within the sexual response cycle (Toledano & Pfaus, 2006; Basson, 2001; 2002)

Assessing sexual desire

Sexual desire is assessed through diaries, interviews, physiological measures
and questionnaires or scales. It is still common, although severely criticized, to access
desire by the frequency of sexual behaviors (Regan & Berscheid, 1999). In general, the
available psychometric instruments don’t discriminate between sexual desire and
sexual arousal, although sexual desire is a dimension of several psychometric tools
assessing sexual function. To our knowledge, there are only two that are specifically
designed to assess sexual desire instead of sexual arousal or other dimensions of the
sexual experience. The Sexual Desire Inventory is focused on self and dyadic sexual
desire (Spector, Carey, Steinberg, 1996) The Hurlbert Index of Sexual Desire, which
is more directed at individuals living in a couple (Apt & Hurlbert, 1992). Regarding
gender differences men tend to report higher levels of sexual desire, both in frequency

and intensity (Regan & Atkins, 2006; Peplau, 2003).

Development and Transformations of Sexual Desire and Intimacy

Sexual desire has a very important role in couple relationships and it might
function as a barometer of several relational aspects (Levine, 2002), although some
believe sexual desire to be a pathway of itself, not always contingent to the changes in
the relationship (Perel, 2008; Schnarch, 1991), although none of these claims have
been empirically tested. Generally, there is a decrease in sexual desire through the

relationship and this decrease is associated with a decrease in couple satisfaction
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((Basson, 2002; Regan & Berscheid, 1999). The individual perception of a low desire
might bring on serious consequences by the associated perception of dysfunctionality,
which lowers sexual self-image and further diminishes sexual desire (Basson, 2001).
We have stated that there are no empirical studies, to own knowledge, that relate
intimacy and sexual desire, only clinical speculations. As so, we will now report on
several studies that relate similar constructs. While not investigating intimacy and
sexual desire but instead “romantic love” and sexual desire, Gonzaga and colleagues
(2006) suggest two schools of thought regarding this relationship. Amongst the
researchers who study love relationships it is mostly consensual that romantic love
provides the ideal setting for the development of intimacy, while sexual desire (and
associated feelings, like passion) fulfills an initiator role, by motivating sexual interest,
which allows for the raise in proximity and development of romantic love (e.g.,
Hatfield et al, 1984, Hatfield & Rapson, 1993a; Hendricks & Hendricks, 1992, in
Narciso & Ribeiro, 2009; Sternberg, 1986). On a different level, researchers that
follow an evolutionary approach, related to attachment processes, consider that
romantic love is integrated into the pair-bonding motivational system of connection,
contributing to create a relationship that last necessary time to raise offspring (e.g.,
Diamond, 2003, Hazan & Shazer, 1987). According to this view, romantic love and
sexual desire serve different functions (pair-bonding and sexual activity) and operate
within different systems (biological and motivational), which is somewhat supported
by the fact that indeed these two forces are related to different physiological and
chemical processes’ (Diamond, 2003; Gonzaga et al, 2009).
We stated earlier that one of the concepts most associated with sexual desire is

the concept of passion, defined as a state of high physiological arousal (Hatfield &

7 While processes related to romantic love (intimacy, attachment) are associated with the release of
oxitocyn, prolactin and vasopressin, the ones related to sexual behavior and sexuality occur within the
presence of dopamine and noradrenalin (Tobeifia, 2006)
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Rapson, 1993a), a state of intense desire of union with the partner (Sternberg, 1986), or
even an emotion in itself (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999). Sexual desire and sexual
attraction appear to be the two central components of passion (Hatfield, 1984;
Baumeister & Bratslavsky). Again, there is a strong inconsistency in the use of these
terms, since most studies continue to attribute the same meaning different variables
(sexual desire, passion, sexual activity).

Baumeister e Bratslavsky paper (1999) theoretically investigates the changes
in intimacy and its influence on passion, and although it doesn’t consider sexual desire
per se, it’s clearly an important contributing for the understanding of development and
transformations of intimacy and sexual desire through time. They propose that passion
is a function of change in intimacy, that is, passion reflects the subjective perception of
positive change (rise) in intimacy®. As so, the “high passion” feeling occurs only when
one feels that intimacy with the partner is rising quickly. Consequently, when intimacy
is felt as stable (at a high or low level), passion tends to zero. This relationship is
consistent with the differential development of passion and intimacy through time,
already described in the literature — which reflects the impossibility of a linear
relationship between them. Hence, passion rises quickly in the beginning of a
relationship, and intimacy, on the contrary, rises very rapidly in the beginning but then
appears to reach a plateau (Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999). This idea is yet have a
direct empirical validation, however it does have indirect empirical support by the
studies of Blumstein and Schwartz, (1983, in Baumeister & Bratslavsky, 1999) which
show that the decrease in sexual activity in long term relationships isn’t just explained
by aging, since there is an increase in sexual activity in second marriages. There are

also indicators that intimacy doesn’t decrease through the relationship and might even

¥ P=[ (di / dt) + C. Passion (P) varies as a function of the perceived change in intimacy (d) through time
(dt), along with other constant variables (C).
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increase (Acker & Davies, 1992). Though Baumeister and Bratslavsky (1999) consider
that it is difficult for a couple in a high and stable level of intimacy to be able to
sustain passsion, they recognize the possibility that it can happen in occasional
moments of increasing intimacy. These can be moments of shared positive and intense
experiences that allow intimacy to grow (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1983, in Baumeister
& Bratslavsky, 1999). For instance, after a fight, there could be an increase in passion
due to the positive change in intimacy — the reconciliation.

Similar moments were also suggested by Narciso & Ribeiro (2009) in their
conceptualization on the development of intimacy. They consider that in the beginning
of the relationship, there are mainly primary and secondary feelings (Damasio, 2000)
with a characteristic of “explosion”, shown by an intense desire of fusion with the
other, in what the authors consider to be an adequate representation on passion. As the
relationship develops, “endurance feelings” become predominant, and are
characterized by high stability, lower intensity, and a focus on the shared identity of
“us”. The primary and secondary feelings still occur but intermittently, as the couple
continues to succeed in the articulation of different, and sometimes contrasting,

processes (see Figure 1).

Primary and secondary Endurance feelings (ef)
feelings (psf)
——————— | E:f ef
. A wEaw. " T . >
psf psf (time)
Passion

Fig. 1. Narciso e Ribeiro’s (2009) conceptualization on intimacy and associated feelings (ef: endurance
feelings) and passion and associated feelings (psf: primary and secondary feelings). Adapted and

reproduced with author’s permission.
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Also, age and length of relationship seem to influence the development of intimacy
and sexual desire. Hinchliff and Gott (2004), in one of the rare qualitative studies with
long term marriages (average relationship length of 43 years), reported that
participants showed high levels of diversity and creativity in how they adapted to the
transformations in their sexuality, particularly with the decrease in sexual desire, and
increase of intimacy. They also found several descriptions of deeper and more
complete sexuality (loss of sexual performance abilities and diversification of what
was considered “sexual activity” (including several alternatives to intercourse
considered positive by the participants) (Hinchliff & Gott, 2004).

Perel (2007) launched several questions particularly focusing on the apparent
antagonism of sexual desire and intimacy: “Why doesn’t good intimacy always lead to
good sex?” or “Why do couples who claim to love each other so much are at loss with
desire?” She claims, contrary to other theoretical authors (e.g., Levine, 2002) that
sexuality is not a metaphor for the relationship, since it stands on its own parallel
narrative and it doesn’t only mirror what is happening in the relationship. According to
her clinical experience, many couples who improve significantly in therapy regarding
issues of intimacy don’t get the somewhat expected improvement regarding sexual
desire. The intimacy of modern couples, focused on the romantic ideal of fusion is
considered by Perel (2007) as an environment that doesn’t foster sexual desire,
suggesting that desire lives through the unknown and the unpredictable. Otherness
(Perel, 2007) refers to the notion of an emotional space, between the self and the other,
an ability to see the other as someone close and intimate but different from oneself,
with characteristics like autonomy and independence (Perel, 2007).

The processes leading from “otherness” to “fusion”, and consequent decrease

of sexual desire in explained by Perel (2007): The beginning of the relationship is
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characterized by a perception of insecurity and danger, which potentiates sexual desire.
Here, there is a high otherness, which brings some insecurity and increases the need
for closeness and predictability, in order to diminish the associated risks. This quest
for security through “eradication of separation” (Perel, 2007), frequently results in
fusion, or in a poorly differentiated relationship. In this phase there is also a great need
to please the partner, putting ones’ needs in second place, which might also contribute
to the creation of “comfort love” (Perel, 2007). Comfort love doesn’t contain the
needed ingredients for sexual desire to arise: games, transgression, eroticism and risk.
Through time, this fusion contributes to the establishment of a routine that, associated
with the fear of the “otherness”, translates into a strong decrease in sexual desire.
However, these proposals by Perel (2007) haven’t yet received empirical support.

One of the great challenges for modern couples seems to be the articulation of
the security-predictability needs and the curiosity-discovery needs — Perel (2007)
mentions the “reconciliation of the erotic and the domestic” and Narciso & Ribeiro
(2009) speak of the dialectic “stability-change”. Hence, there should be an effort,
which might come up as an investment, to embrace curiosity for the partner’s
otherness. These paradoxical processes seem to be intrinsically related to the concept

of couple differentiation, as we’ll discuss next.

Couple Differentiation as a Paradox

According to Bowen (1979), there are two forces that coexist in equilibrium:
togetherness, motivating the organism to connect, to create dependency and to follow
other organisms, and individuality which drives the organism to follow its own

directives as a distinct and independent entity. These dynamics between these two
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forces shape the nature of our relationships and our own ability to moderate this
equilibrium. This ability might be viewed as the differentiation of self: the ability to
keep a separate sense of self while in very close relationship with a significant person.
It also implies the ability to not react to that person’s emotional reactivity and to self-
regulate emotions in order to be able to use judgment. (Bowen, 1979; Kerr & Bowen,
1988, in Schnarch, 1991; Schnarch, 1991).

Although the concept of differentiation of self was proposed in the context of
parent-child relationships (Bowen, 1979), it is also applicable to couple relationships.
Although ideally one should arrive at a marriage type relationship with a high level of
differentiation, this is unlikely, according to Schnarch (1991, 2009), who considers
marriage - instead of parent-child relationships - to be the real challenge for the
development of differentiation, since it offers the individual more opportunities to
regulate the distance-fusion equilibrium.

Schnarch (1991, 2009) distinguishes between self validated intimacy, where the
person has the ability to self-soothe, and other-validated intimacy, where the person is
dependent on the partner for comfort and validation, and proposes that the desire for
intimacy is sometimes rooted in the search for a reflected sense of self, in an attempt to
reduce stress by being validated by the other — a sign of low differentiation. It is
considered by several authors that a high level of differentiation is positively
associated with well-being (Jacobson et al, 1980; 1982, Skowron et al 2008).
Differentiation and couple satisfaction seem to be strongly and posively associated
(Jacobson et al, 1980; 1982; Peleg, 2008, Skowron, 2000), although one of the more
recent papers hasn’t found such relationship (Patrick, Sells, Giordano & Tollerud,
2007). Schnarch (1991) explains the influence of couple satisfaction by considering

that more differentiated individuals have a higher tolerance for intimacy - the ability to



52

comfortably and clearly keep one’s identity while revealing central aspects of oneself,
which implies a sense of internalized self worth and the ability for self-soothing .
Although it was considered by Bowen (1989) and Schnarch (1997) that partners tend
to have similar levels of differentiation, that claim is not supported by empirical
research, as shown by the works of Skowron (2000) and the research review on
Bowenian theory made by Miller, Anderson & Keala (2004)

Differentiation is a clearly multidimensional concept as proposed by Bowen (1979)
and the Differentiation of Self Inventory, developed by Skowron and Friedlander
(1998) is consistent with this idea, since it evaluated four dimensions of the construct,
namely “emotional reactivity”, “I-position”, “cut-off” and “fusion with others”. This
measure is considered to be a reliable instrument for the assessment of differentiation
(with the exception of the “fusion with others” subscale), as it is also Haber’s Level of
Differentiation of Self Scale (1993, in Miller, Anderson & Keala (2004).

In the face of this relationship between differentiation (and otherness) and
intimacy, it is quite interesting to find that some definitions of intimacy, do incorporate
this concepts as a characteristic of intimacy. We might call this specific type of
intimacy, so different from more common definitions, a differentiated intimacy. For
example, Wilner (1982) defines intimacy as the experience of the partner’s wholeness,
for which we consider that there must be a distance to experience such wholeness.
Also, Papouchis (1982; p. 348) defines intimacy as an ability to see the partner as a
separate entity, with specific characteristics and to trust this intimate other enough to
reveal him/her our own private world in a collaborative manner; so that our deep sense
of integrity, identity and wholeness isn’t threatened by this intimate relationship. A
differentiated intimacy, clearly integrates the vision of the intimate other as a separate

person, with otherness, instead of the more traditional romantic ideal of the fused,
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“1+1=1" couple.

But how does differentiation contribute to the relationship between intimacy and
sexual desire? Schnarch (1991) considers that there is a systemic recursivity between
low differentiation, erotic difficulties and intimacy problems. As we have seen,
differentiation seems to be a prerequisite for a level of self disclosure and self
validation or self comfort that allows one to express their own eroticism within the
intimate relationship (Schnarch, 1991, 2009), hence diminishing the constant need for
other-validated intimacy. Consequently, couples with low levels of differentiation
might often experience low sexual desire and sexual boredom, which could function as
a systemic defense against intimacy (Schnarch, 1991, 2009). Contrastingly, highly
differentiated couples might be able to establish true mutuality, thereby facilitating, for
example, bonds outside the relationship without the consequent anxieties, which
might, in turn, increase the sense of separateness and heighten sexual desire.

The articulation between intimacy and sexual desire seems to be related to the
perception of risk in an intimate relationship (Pilkington and Richardson, 1988) that is,
the individual’s degree of sensibility to the dangers associated with intimacy. The
authors show that people who have the perception a greater degree of risk in intimacy
tend to be less extroverted, with lower self esteem and with higher levels of jealousy
and feelings of possession towards the partner.

In a different study, Murray et al, (2006, in Murray, Derrick, Leder, & Holmes,
2008) state that in order to effectively negotiate interpersonal life, people need a
regulating system to balance the tension between their connectedness and self-
protection goals. This system, which appears to be related to differentiation in its core,
allows people to maintain a couple life, which involves an ability to trust someone, to

self-comfort and to avoid rejection. As people with low self esteem easily attribute a
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rejection characteristic to ambiguous situations, they have a biased risk regulation
system, and disproportionately generate self protection responses and the chronic
expectations of the partner’s response calibrate this regulation system (Murray et al,
2008). Hence, it seems that people with low self esteem might function in reaction to
the partner’s attitude regarding the satisfaction of their needs for comfort. As so, many
self fulfilling prophecies might arise, since the frequent self protection attempts could,
in a systemic way, result in a behavior that mines the responses of a otherwise
accepting partner. In support of this idea, Knee and colleagues, characterize
relationship contingent self esteem as a dysfunctional pattern where the individual
doesn’t have an internalized sense of self independent from the relationship, and so it
needs to perceive a positive relationship in order to feel a positive self. Consequently,
such a relationship contingent self esteem might also contribute to the already
mentioned other-validated intimacy.

The relationship between risk management and differentiation can be illustrated
by one of the two choice dilemma proposed by Schnarch (1991, 1997) — one wants to
feel validated by its partner for its inner self, but one doesn’t want to expose that self
before the assurance that it is accepted. This dilemma mirrors the level of
differentiation needed for a high tolerance to intimacy and its risk. Such risks, a
founding part of a successful intimate relationship, can involve exposure, rejection,
loss of control and betrayal (Hatfield, 1984).

Involvement in risky situations usually includes some level of anxiety and low
differentiation is associated with low ability to buffer the anxiety that comes with the
vulnerability experienced when we desire the partner openly (Schnarch, 1991). The
capacity for self-comfort, a central concept in differentiation theory, seems to be an

essential base for a confidant sexual desire.



55

Conclusion

Through this ride along theoretical and empirical perspectives on intimacy, sexual
desire and differentiation and their complex relationships with one another, we have
identified several inconsistencies that are far from resolution, which is not surprising
considering their complexity, but might nonetheless be improved with more adequate
research. Negative changes in sexual desire might negatively impact couple
satisfaction and well-being but we have also seen that through creativity (Hinchliff and
Gott, 2004) the couple might also find unique and rewarding ways to cope with such
changes. We also reported on theoretical works that propose that through
differentiation of the self the couple could successfully cope with such changes
(Schnarch, 1991, 2009; Perel, 2008). We suggested the concept of couple
differentiation, which we find useful to this discussion, and possibly essential for the
dynamic of couple processes’, for its characteristics in terms of personal and couple
development and by containing in itself the essence of the fusion-distancing dynamic,
a component that might potentiate sexual desire in long term couples (Schnarch, 1991).
Accordingly, we considered the concept of otherness to be relevant, not because it
reflects a distance imbued with individualist values, but because it allows the
conscience and acceptance of an “I” and a “you” that are singular and unique, and
without this, the “we” cannot fully emerge. The absence of a sense of otherness might
lead to a state of fusion, where the “I” and the “you” are enmeshed, which is poorly
compatible with the individual and relational well-being. As so, we have seen that
sexual desire might be affected by this dynamic, implying an essential distance

between the partners (Heider, 1958 in Regan & Berscheid, 1999).
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How, then, can we reconcile the apparently diverging paths of intimacy and
sexual desire? A complex challenge since we might feel, at times, to be battling against
deterministic intents, given the already mentioned physiological characteristics of
these processes (Gonzaga et al, 2006). We do, however, highlight one factor — couple
differentiation — that could work as a moderator or mediator variable on the
relationship between intimacy and sexual desire. At a global level, there are strong
evidences for the high association between couple satisfaction and sexual satisfaction
(Apt et al, 1996), but there are suggestion that this relationship might not be direct, that
is, the presence of mediation or moderating variable might occur. Could that variable
be couple differentiation? Differentiation is not yet a well researched construct and
many question the validity and universality of this and other Bowenian constructs.
Although some Bowenian constructs such as triangulation, the differentiation
similarity hypothesis and sibling position have come under criticism for their lack of
empirical support, differentiation is considered to have robust empirical support
(Miller et al, 2004). It is our view, however, that the differentiation within the couple
still lacks empirical evidence and it might even be confounded by attachment.

Although Schnarch (1991) mentions, as does Perel (2008), that sexuality and
sexual desire have their own narrative, not always dependent on intimacy, they
continue to invest in intimacy focused interventions as one of the cornerstones of
couple intervention, since its promotion is one of the most important ways of
strengthening and improving the relationship (Schnarch, 2001). As we see it, couple
intervention should look at this dynamic as interdependent, considering the complexity
of this processes and their systemic nature.

Bowen and Schnarch give extra attention to the ability to maintain judgment

and rationality while the partner is expressing anxiety. However, we consider that the
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ability to move between two states — letting oneself be invaded by the other’s
emotionality, or emotionally remove oneself might indicate a useful couple
differentiation. By coming very close to the other’s deep feelings, while keeping the
ability of introducing distance, one can experience the basic assumption of
differentiation: the ability to keep a solid sense of self while in deep intimacy with the
other.

Perel (2008) states that today the expectations surrounding couplehood are
extremely high and the romantic partner is the main responsible for providing answers
to all the needs of the individual. This idea is particularly relevant to the
aforementioned notions of risk management, since if one dumps all need satisfaction
expectations in the partner, the vulnerability and the inherent risk of rejection are
pretty high, and one might feel more prone to protect itself from these risks (Murray et
al). However, it is precisely in long term relationships that one needs to put aside many
of the self protection goals and risk substantial dependence (Murray et al).The concept
of relationship contingent self esteem is also useful to understand the dynamic between
otherness and fusion. Knee and colleagues (2008) state that this type of pattern
promotes the decrease of the perception of otherness and autonomy, along with the
increase of fusion and the retroactive decrease of the abilities for empathy and a
healthy closeness. One of the keys to facilitate this process might be differentiation,
through its articulation between both needs inside the relationship which might
implicate high self esteem.

In summary, through the analysis of theoretical perspectives and empirical studies,
we have identified some critiques regarding the state of the art of research in the area
and some clues for further investigations: 1) the conceptual confusion between

different constructs (e.g. intimacy and closeness; desire and passion) is a damaging
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influence on psychometric tools, contributing to some issues regarding their validity,
as it was discussed in the assessment sections of this article ; 2) the focus on the
individual, instead of the couple, in most empirical studies, impoverishes the resulting
conceptualizations, since it doesn’t address the couples complexity; 3) The massive
use of college-age participants, explainable due to their availability, comes at great
costs, since this theme is naturally situated through adult life and not with its full
complexity during the teenage years; 4) the focus on sexual dysfunction and genital
function instead of desire, pleasure and other subjective components of sexuality is, at
best, reductive, although practical. One should note that there seems to be a positive
change with Schnarch’s (1991), Laan e Both (2008), Perel (2008) and Basson’s (2001;
2002) proposals, who adequately illustrate the complexity and subjectivity of the
sexual experience in couplehood; 5) in terms of methodological strategies, we agree
with Basson (2001) and Perel (2007) regarding that the focus on female
representations of intimacy (instead of male) and male representations of sexuality
(and not female), might bias the data collection strategies in intimacy research; 6) we
consider that an investment in qualitative and longitudinal studies would strongly
contribute to the increase in knowledge and understanding of the dynamics and the
development between these constructs (intimacy, desire) through time, allowing a
greater access to the couple’s complexity. This would further contribute to the and the
suggestion of empirically supported couple intervention strategies; and 7) finally, we
consider the concept of differentiation to be a potentially integrative construct,
synthesizing several theoretical approaches, and possibly contributing to the
understanding of the circular dynamics between trajectories of couple intimacy and
sexual desire, namely on the development from a fused intimacy to a differentiated

intimacy. The usefulness of this construct should be empirically studied, since for now
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we only know it is positively related to marital satisfaction. The inclusion of this
construct in future, preferably longitudinal, research is highly promising, as it might
offer us a more comprehensive view of the processes and the diversity that frames the

interactions of couple intimacy and sexual desire.
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Na rota da investigacdo 2

Apos termos estabelecido a rota de navegacdo, iremos, no proximo artigo, mergulhar
nas significagdes de intimidade reveladas nas entrevistas conjuntas aos casais
participantes. Através de um dialogo a trés, e em viva voz, os participantes trazem-nos
as suas proprias experiéncias sobre a intimidade vivida e partilhada. A analise destes
dados foi feita num ambiente particular, no Morgan Center for the study of
Relationships and Persoal Life, um nicho importante de investigadores no ambito da
Sociologia da Familia, especialistas em andlise narrativa. Como tal, este artigo €
beneficiado por dois fatores especificos. Em primeiro lugar, a andlise destes dados,
embora mantendo uma matriz de grounded theory construtivista, foi influenciada por
uma abordagem narrativa a andlise e, em segundo lugar, recebeu contantes influéncias
da sociologia da familia. Assim, o resultado ¢ um artigo que procura construir-se

através de pontes entre estas influéncias felizmente complementares.

Como ¢ definida a intimidade pelos participantes que refletem em conjunto sobre a

sua experiéncia de intimidade? Que influéncias sentem na sua intimidade?

Ferreira, L. C., Narciso, 1., & Novo, R. (in press). Authenticity, work and change: A

qualitative study on couple intimacy. Families, Relationships and Societies.
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Abstract

Using the lenses of systemic family psychology and family sociology, this
study explores the meanings of couple intimacy and the factors that impact it. Through
the qualitative analysis of 33 joint couple interviews, several links were found between
current intimacy debates (i.e.: togetherness vs. autonomy) that help build a complex
picture of relationship dynamics. The participants’ perspectives provided three
important results: 1) couple intimacy was perceived as encompassing authenticity,
sharing and trust, along with privacy, understanding and autonomy; 2) factors that
have a negative impact on couple intimacy were related to the calibration of
boundaries with other subsystems (especially work); and 3) changing the everyday
routine of couple life is the factor that influences intimacy in a most positive manner.
These results allow us to provide a theoretical complexification and an empirical
update of couple intimacy, as well as to contribute with relevant clues for couple

therapy and preventive systemic interventions.

Keywords: Intimacy, couples, qualitative, couple interviews, Authenticity.
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Authenticity, Work and Change: A qualitative study on couple intimacy

Family psychology and family sociology have both contributed extensively to
the study of couple intimacy. This article - grounded in systemic family psychology
yet building a bridge with family sociology - describes a qualitative inquiry into the
characteristics of couple intimacy and the factors that most impact upon it, through
our interpretation of couples’ experiences. By qualitatively analysing data from joint
interviews with couples, we aim to contribute to a long due discussion: “How do
couples define couple intimacy?”” and “What factors do couples consider more relevant
to their intimacy?”. Building on the tensions between concepts of self and relationality,
we aim to produce an updated picture of couple intimacy, from the couples’
perspective, adding to the theoretical body of knowledge on intimate relationships and
informing clinical practice and policy—making.

Why is couple intimacy relevant? Psychological research has suggested that the
dynamics of couple relationships significantly impact the well-being and health of
individuals (Hinchliff & Gott, 2004; Hook, Gerstein, Detterich, & Gridley, 2003;
Impett, Strachman, Finkel, & Gable, 2008) and intimacy is particularly important for
psychological adjustment and well-being, as it buffers daily stress (Narciso & Ribeiro,
2009; Prager, 1997). In family sociology, intimacy is also at “the heart of the matter”
(Gabb, 2010, p. 64), and considered to be the new lynch pin (Giddens, 1999, as cited in

Gillies, 2003) of family life.

Defining intimacy — Togetherness and the quest for individuality
Psychological research on intimacy tends to focus on personal and micro -
rather them macro - factors regarding intimacy and to quantitatively assess intimacy

with scales mostly developed around the 80’s (e.g. Miller Social Intimacy Scale,
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Miller & Lefcourt, 1982; Personal Assessment of Intimacy in Relationships Scale,
Schaefer & Olson, 1981). Intimacy is conceptualized as a multi-dimensional construct,
with such dimensions being theoretically derived and assessed through scales using
pre—defined statements. While the diverse range of intimacy definitions is a reflection
of this approach (see Ferreira, Narciso, & Novo, 2012, for a review), most
psychological definition of intimacy encompass the dimensions of self—disclosure,
personal validation, trust, closeness, affection, and expression of affection (Baumeister
& Bratslavsky, 1999; Hook et al., 2003). Though most psychological studies of
intimacy do not consider the participants own voices, the clear tendency in traditional
family psychology literature is to consider intimacy exclusively in the realm of
‘togetherness’ (Ferreira et al., 2012).

Although also focusing on ‘togetherness’, the family sociology perspective
tends to open a greater space for individuality and autonomy to enter the discussion.
Family sociology is also theoretically driven but its empirical base is overwhelmingly
more qualitatively-based (Gillies, 2003) than family psychology. This difference
emerges on how each field defines intimacy, for while psychology tends to focus on
the specific components of intimacy, sociology provides more fluid networks of
meanings. Family sociologists define intimacy mostly by underlining issues of
closeness, mutual disclosure, emotional attachments and trust associated with
particular ways of doing intimacy (Davis, 1973, Jamieson, 2005, 2011). Closeness is a
key concept, for intimate relationships are “subjectively experienced and may also be
socially recognized as close” (Jamieson, 2011, p.15). This emphasis on experience is
related to Morgan’s concept of family practices (1996, 2011) or, more specifically,
Jamieson’s ‘practices of intimacy’ (2011, p.1) — “which enable, generate and sustain a

subjective sense of closeness and being attuned and special to each other”.
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Intimacy definitions in the field of family sociology tend to include the
individuality theme more frequently than family psychology. Giddens (1992) defines
intimacy through the lens of the ‘pure relationship’ — a relationship based on the
democratisation of the interpersonal domain where romantic relationships are no
longer constrained or sustained by outside norms or benefits but rather people have the
choice of entering and maintain a relationship for its own sake. This definition of
intimacy expands from the strictly ‘togetherness’ sphere to issues of individuality:
“Intimacy is not being absorbed by the other, but knowing his or her characteristics
and making available one's own” (Giddens, 1992, p.169). Giddens’ ‘pure relationship’
is related to the individualisation thesis (Beck and Beck—Gernsheim,1995)- a
perspective that entails the liberation from the influence of traditional societal
structures or roles, for Western citizens in late modernity- and these conceptual
frameworks have been widely challenged. Although an increased value is currently
being placed on the authentic self and the ways to encounter it, the ‘pure relationship’
has received widespread criticism for ignoring that many norms, functions and
meanings of intimate relationships are still in effect (May, 2011; Jamieson, 1998). A
perhaps reductionist focus on individuality narrows the view towards the complexity
of human experience - humans are relational beings (Smart, 2007) living integrated
lives in an intimate network of interdependencies and connections (Gabb and Silva,
2003).

This tension between togetherness and individuality is illustrated in Papouchis’
(1982) take on intimacy - a psychological definition of intimacy that includes a related
autonomy - saying it involves an ability to see the partner as a separate entity, to trust
this intimate other enough to reveal our private world in a collaborative manner but

with a high enough level of personal development that our sense of integrity and
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identity is not threatened by this intimate context. Perel (2007) also makes reference
to otherness, the notion of an emotional space between the self and the other, an ability
to see the other as someone intimate but different from oneself, and Pina-Prata (1980),
refers to the inter(in)dependence concept, mirroring the dialectic dependence -
independence necessary to couple adjustment.

Finally, concerning the assessment of intimacy in terms of gender,
psychological research studies have found that women tend to emphasize affection and
its expression, men underline issues of sexuality and physical proximity and no
differences are found regarding self—disclosure and trust (Hook et al., 2003; Narciso &
Ribeiro, 2009). However, it has been pointed out that most studies have been using a
conceptualization of intimacy or data gathering strategies that favour an expression of

the female perspective on intimacy (Perel, 2007, Prager, 1995).

The study

Most of the previous psychological research on intimacy has been with samples
based largely on college—aged participants and has tended to focus on the individual,
not the couple, as the unit of analysis. Due to our family systems perspective and based
on the idea that a person’s perceptions and feelings before an interaction can influence
the behaviour of his/her partner in that interaction (Fincham, Bradbury & Scott, 1990),
we wanted to identify the couple voices that might contribute to empirically based
couples’ interventions (Schnarch, 1991; Stenberg, 1988). Accordingly, in this study’,
we opted for joint couple interviews, a diverse sample of participants in relation to age
and length of cohabitation, and a qualitative approach to generate a richer and more

complex data. We articulate several theoretical tools in our analysis, most from the

? This study is part of The Intimacies Project — focused on intimacy, sexual desire and differentiation of
self. Only the theme Intimacy is covered here.
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family systems perspective but some also echoing from family sociology. From
systemic complexity theory (Bertalanfy, 1950; Morin, 2003) - the whole is both
greater and smaller than its parts - we draw upon the concepts of circularity of
relationship, totality, equifinality and the social constructionist perspective (Gergen,
1985) proposing that knowledge and the discourses that transmit it are not a reflection
of the world but a result of the process of social interchange and inter—subjectivity. We
are rooted in the ecological model of development (Bronfrenbrenner, 1979) where the
individual is portrayed not as an isolated island but as being in constant connection
with the relevant subsystems: the couple, the nuclear family, social networks and
cultural context. Such notions of relatedness, interdependencies, circularity and the
fundamental idea that personal identity is constructed from a relational experience (e.g.
Bowen’s differentiation of self theory) are frequent in both family psychology and
sociology. Due to our systemic and social constructionist stand, we aim to indagate
about the couples’ own ideas and theories regarding the construct of couple intimacy
and about what the they perceive as damaging (and as enhancing) to their intimacy — to
attain a representation of their own voices in the matter and an illustration their lived

realities.

Methodology
Participants
Sixty six (N=66) participants, composing 33 heterosexual'® couples, with a
mean age of 40 years (range: 25 —78) took part in this study, conducted in Portugal.
The average length of cohabitation was 13 years (range 2—54 years). Participants were

divided in relation to belonging to a more recent couple (living together for 0-9 years;

' Only heterosexual couples responded to the call for participants for the interview.
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50%), or to a longer term couple (living together for more than 10 years — 50%); and
to older (41 years old or more; 38%) or younger couples (less than 41 years old; 63%).
Although more recent couples tend to be younger in our sample, that is not always the
case, hence the distinction. While 77% of couples were married (either civil or
religious marriage), 23% were in a de facto union''. Approximately two thirds of the
participants had children (62%). Most participants were employed (89%), living in an
urban area (90 %), of Portuguese nationality (97%) and self-identified as
Caucasian/European (98%). The majority of participants had one or more university
degrees (64 %), but received a monthly income of less than 1500 Euros (67%). While
44% of the participants were non-believers, only 25% identified as practicing
believers. Compared to the European Union (27 countries) and according to the most
recent comparable data Portugal has a lower marriage rate (3.8 to 4.4), higher rate of
divorces per marriages (65.5% comparing to 42.9%) and a lower synthetic index of
fecundity (1.35 compared 1.57) (Pordata, 2013). Portugal has a population with a
generally low level of formal education (only 35% of adults between the ages of 25-64
had finished high school, compared to 73.4% of the EU citizens). Comparatively, this
sample is highly educated. Minimum wage is 565 euros. Portugal also has a higher life
expectancy and lower child and maternal mortality, than the European Union average

(Pordata, 2013).

Instruments
Semi structured joint couple interviews were carried out, covering the
characteristics of intimacy; its enhancing and disturbing factors; gender differences;

among others. The Portuguese word intimidade was used throughout the interview — as

""'In current Portuguese law a de facto union refers to the legal status given to two people, regardless of
gender, that have been sharing a domestic residence and economy for at least 2 years.
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it shares the same etymological roots and everyday meaning that the English word
intimacy. Regarding the joint nature of the couple interview, research (Aquilino, 1993)
informs us that a participant’s responses will be somehow affected by the presence of
their partner, expanding social desirability to couple desirability —choosing to reveal
what will be perceived as not only socially acceptable, but also acceptable to the
partner (Zipp & Toth, 2002, Taylor & Vocht, 2011). However, when participants
present themselves as a couple (Hertz, 1995), they interact and co—construct the
interview and that is considered of interest. Hence, the joint nature of the interview
allowed us to make contact with their family displays— the ways the couple
communicated to us (and to each other) a set of information that reflected their
idiosyncratic identity —and their family practices (Finch, 2007; Morgan, 1996, 2011).
As such, we aimed to learn about shared meanings (Gilliss & Davis, 1992) of couple

intimacy from a systemic and social constructionist perspective.

Procedures

The participants were recruited through snowballing and social media
advertising (a website and several social media profiles were especially created for this
study) and received no incentives. All were informed of the nature of the research and
the details of participation, namely the joint nature of the interviews, the audio
recording, confidentiality and the request to complete a questionnaire at the end. An
informed consent document was signed by all participants. Interviews occurred in the
couple’s home or in a private location, lasting around 90 minutes. All audio files were
fully transcribed. Although four people were involved in the transcription, the first
author conducted 30 out of 33 interviews, reviewed all documents and conducted the

data analysis.
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Data analysis

Grounded in a post positivist and interpretativist perspective, the main
methodological strategy for data analysis was constructivist grounded theory
(Charmaz, 2006). Constructivist grounded theory differs from traditional grounded
theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Glasser, 1992, Holton, 2007) and evolved grounded
theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998), by a greater importance given to context and
reflexivity — both data and its analysis are assumed to be social constructions based in
a shared relational experience between researcher and participants (Mills, Bonner &
Francis, 2006). This methodology aims to inductively create new information from the
data instead of testing theory derived hypothesis (Gibbs, 2007), and maintains the use
of theoretical sensitivity, theoretical sampling and the constant comparative methods
of coding, (McCann & Clark, 2003).

Using QSR NVIVO 9, we started the analysis bottom—up from the descriptive
coding to the preliminary topic coding and then, through constant comparison and
memo writing, to the different levels of analytic coding— both open and axial. Several
resulting generations of categories and networks reflected the development and depth

of the analysis.

Findings
A systemic model of intimacy: Authenticity as the “difference that makes a difference”
Interviews started with two open questions: “What is, to you, couple
intimacy?” and “If couple intimacy was a house, which rooms it would have?” This
strategy allowed us to first have a fully open, non-directed question and the latter

question, using the “house” metaphor allowed us to gather information about the
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specific components of intimacy - by having couples naming the “rooms” - in a
playful and lively word game. Most participants easily named several individual
components (or “rooms”) of the intimacy construct, in a total of 34 components, which
were then recoded into umbrella-categories.  Six categories emerged as the main
dimensions of intimacy due to their saturation levels and their conceptual articulation
with one another in the participants discourse.

Authenticity, trust and sharing formed the triangle that had the strongest
presence throughout the analysis of the components of couple intimacy. Authenticity
was the strongest theme in our analysis, as participants referred to it more frequently
than any other theme in the interview. Tiago' (age 31) spoke passionately about “that
wholeness that you can live without making efforts to (...) produce performances”
(Couple 1, 3 years together), Pedro (age 30) illustrated his take on intimacy as
“dropping the mask...and feeling good about it” (C44, 7 years together), whilst
Santiago (age 44) bluntly stated that “without authenticity there is no intimacy. You 're
pretending something and that’s not intimacy, I'm there acting” (C48, 14 years
together). These accounts using theatrical metaphors convey a feeling of ease while
displaying the self. Authenticity it seems to exceed self-disclosure: it is not only
focused on moments when thoughts or emotions are communicated to the partner, for
it includes a specific modus operandi that assumes a global and continued exposure to
the partner. “It’s being able to be myself (...) without defences, there are parts of me
that I show him and no—one else” (Susana, C11); “Really being what we are...with
her, I am what [ am” (Artur, age 29, C26, 2 years together). Authenticity is relational
and it involves the great challenge of genuinely representing our uniquely personal

inner nature in the presence of a significant other.

"2 Interviews excerpts are translations from Portuguese. All names are fictitious.
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Authenticity appears related to two other very strong themes in the analysis:
trust and sharing. The relationship of authenticity and trust is clearly illustrated by
Joana (age 36): “You trust that person and you have no complexes, no shame and no
taboos (...) If I don’t have trust I can’t go through those barriers” (C25, 5 years
together). The overall idea seems to be a recursive one: [ trust, hence I can be
authentic and that makes me trust. Sharing was the other theme to appear strongly
related to authenticity, consisting of communicating thoughts and emotions, sharing
daily activities, and sharing a life project: “[intimacy] is being able to share everything
with a person...our space, our life, our feelings, our ambitions, what we want to do in
the future” (Irene, age 31, C28, 3 years together) — or, more succinctly — “it’s about a
continuous and effective sharing of our whole experience” (José, age 78, C31, 54 years
together). Sharing could be quickly dismissed as just another word for self-disclosure,
but it seems exceed that concept of self-disclosure, as it includes sharing activities and
it might not include talking at all — or as Gustavo (age 35) and Natalia (age 27),
together for 5 years, put it“...N: it is what we can transmit [G: sometimes we don’t
even have to talk” (C32). Authenticity, trust and sharing were also most frequently
referred to by the participants as the essential factors that would define a relationship
as intimate.

Men and women referred equally to authenticity, trust and sharing as the most
central characteristics of intimacy but recent couples referred to this triad more
frequently than did longer term couples. Younger couples also reported authenticity
and trust at a higher frequency than older couples. Authenticity and trust might be
more relevant for younger couples than for older ones or be a part of the initial stages
of the development of couple intimacy (regardless of age).

Authenticity emerged as the most relevant and defining piece of this triangle —
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authenticity in the context of an intimate relationship might be the closest one gets to
truly express his or her own personal nature and identity. However, further analysis
into the relationships between authenticity, sharing, and trust leads us to propose a
model that integrates three other themes that emerged from the analysis, as a second

layer: privacy, autonomy and understanding (see Figure 1).

Authenticity

Sharing understanding Trust

Figure 1. A systemic model of intimacy: a triangular organization of authenticity, sharing and

trust — further connected by a context of privacy, understanding and autonomy.

As Tiago (age 31) and Carla (age 26) illustrate, sharing appears further related
to trust through understanding as a connector factor: “T: we share when we trust [C:
They are connected] (...) but trust is to trust in the way my emotions or what we are
living is lived by Carla and that reciprocity between us” (Couple 1, 3 years together).
Through Carla’s understanding of Tiago’s shared experience and her responsiveness,
they co-construct trust. Understanding was more frequently referred by women than by
men, consistent with most studies supporting the idea that women show greater

empathic disposition, social sensitivity, and emotion recognition skills than men
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(Schulte-Riither et al, 2008).

Privacy also appears essential for couple intimacy, as intimacy is, according to
Gabriel (age 62) “something private. A closed circle” (C30, 34 year together) or to
Marco (age 71), “is something internal. Something just ours” (C41, 41 year together).
Privacy can be regarded as a connecting factor between sharing and authenticity, as
Alice (age 37) illustrates “A: It’s what we want to keep in private...It’s ours and we
don’t want to share with others” (C48, 14 years together). Being authentic in a
relationship is risky - the partner has access to the ‘map’ of one’s sensitive or sore
spots - and privacy provides a safe nest for authentic sharing.

Finally, authenticity and trust appear connected by another frequently referred
element of intimacy: autonomy. By feeling safe while being authentic, one can more
freely and securely pursue one’s own interests without that being a risk to the
relationship — either by inducing guilt, fears of fusion or detachment. Sara (age 29)

illustrates how autonomy emerges from the relationship between authenticity and trust:

“[Intimacy] has to do with trust, being at ease, being able to be oneself, a bit
like the idea of authenticity, but at the same time of autonomy isn’t it? Of being able to
keep our individuality and at the same time wanting to be in the relationship” (C22, 4

years together).

Autonomy comes not as a risk to intimacy then, but as a way to express
authenticity within the intimate relationship. It is a related and interdependent
autonomy, reminding us of the conception of autonomy proposed by feminist scholars
like Gilligan (1982) or Benhabib (1985, as cited in Gillies, 2003), which emphasises

mutuality, relatedness and recognition of the needs of the other.
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Unlike the three main components of intimacy, the frequency of references to
the three ‘connector’ characteristics — privacy, understanding and autonomy —differed
according to gender, age and length of cohabitation. Autonomy was more frequently
referred as a characteristic of couple intimacy by men than by women, but women
tended to attribute a more positive impact of autonomy on intimacy than men. Recent
couples referred to autonomy as a part of intimacy more frequently than longer term
couples. In spite of this, longer term couples reported the lack of autonomy as an
intimacy disturbing factor more frequently than recent couples. Our findings are
similar to those from other studies (Baumeister & Bratzlawsky,1999), suggesting that
in the early stages of the relationship, sharing-related concepts, like self-disclosure, are
at a higher level than in later stages, when the couple has probably already attained a
deep mutual of knowledge. Longer term couples might enrich their intimacy by
bringing new knowledge into the relationship, through the autonomous pursuit of
one’s own interests that can be later relationally explored, while recent couples might
not yet have the required trust for such explorations.

Apart from the six main themes that composed this systemic model of intimacy
(Fig.1), other themes were also named as dimension of intimacy, especially sexuality,

love and affection, respect, honesty and closeness.

Work is the factor that most impacts couple intimacy

Participants highlighted a diversity of factors that either enhanced or disturbed
couple intimacy, and if considering its combined influence, we attained a panoramic
view of their global impact on intimacy. The number one factor affecting couple
intimacy was work (paid employment). Regarding its positive impact, being motivated

and successful at work reflects positively on the individual and the couple. Work was
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also the main factor that disturbed couple intimacy: for men, it was the first intimacy—
disturbing factor and for women it was a close second. This negative impact consisted
of working schedules, pressure, lack of time and tiredness, as Eduardo (age 46) and
Fatima (age 45) explain: “F: [ have to bring work home a lot E: It disturbs, it brings
tiredness, worries...I have to give more time to the company than to my family” (C46,
22 years together).

Consistent with the current European and Portuguese social and economic
context — or the zeitgeist - , work precariousness (including low pay, job insecurity and
unemployment) strongly disturbed couple intimacy: “The financial question, without a
doubt...it is a crucial evil for modern couples ...A couple can’t go on talking about
emotions and crap like that if one doesn’t have the financial part completely relaxed
(Bruno, age 45, C22, 4 year together); “A precarious work situation, the imminence of
being unemployed, all that shakes your security (...) it messes us up” (Tiago, age 31,
C1, 3 years together). In comparison with women, men reported feeling more
pressured by the above negative work circumstances and more rewarded by work—
related positive experiences, like success and flexibility. This result is consistent with
the higher social value places on male success. Recent and younger couples also
referred to the impact of work more often than longer term and older couples, both as
an intimacy disturbing and an enhancing factor. As more recent couples tended to be
younger, this finding is consistent with possibly the start-up phase of professional life,
where work intensifies and new demands (and rewards) are very salient. This trend
was reverted regarding work schedules, as longer term couples referred to it as a
disturbing factor more often that recent couples did. The negative impact of a
strenuous and rigid work schedule on couple might become more visible only after a

few years. Also, while for recent couples success at work was the most referred work
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topic as an intimacy—enhancing factor, longer term couples did not refer to it even
once. These findings seem to indicate that in the beginning of a professional career,
couples tend to devalue the negative impacts of work and capitalize on the positive
impacts, such as success, while longer term couples seem to give more importance to
the negative consequences of harsh working schedules. The impact of work is related
to the permeability of couple intimacy, as the spill over from work issues affects the

individual and the couple, as we will discuss next.

Couple intimacy is highly permeable: the dual impact of children, family of origin and
social networks

As we further analysed the intimacy construct, the boundaries between the
different intimacy dimensions started to emerge as a strong theme by itself. Mariana
(age, 36) and Francisco (age 34) noted that “M: [intimacy] is not public, but not
necessarily private...it can have some windows. But it is not open. F: and windows are
personal, can be opened at any moment but are not always open, no way” (C40,
together for 10 years). This statement reflects a core idea of general systems theory —a
viable system must be provided of boundaries and defensive systems so that it is not
totally open or closed (Miermont, 1995). The theme of privacy also illustrated this
concern with the boundaries between dimensions of intimacy, as Ema (age 29)
explains: “It’s only between us two, but all that is around reflects on us (...), the
relationship that we have also reflect in our relationship with each other” (C26, 2
years together). This is particularly relevant if we focus our attention on three other
factors that have a strong impact on couple intimacy: children, social networks and
family of origin.

The second highest global impact on couple intimacy is attributed to children.
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Participants considered child—related tasks as very time consuming relating it to lack of
time and privacy for the couple, a lack of physical and psychological availability to the
partner, and a decrease in sexual engagement. Women express this impact almost
twice as much as men, and mostly in a negative way; children are the number one
intimacy— disturbing factor for women and come in second for male participants. This
differential impact is not surprising, as women take care of most of the child related
tasks and are more oriented to their parental practices (Craig, 2006). Alice’s (age 37)
account encapsulates a dual feeling that also conveys a positive impact: “Children
were “enemies”, but also “friends” (...) we had less time and we have relinquished
many things we did together because of our children” (C48, 14 years together). Both
longer term and younger couples give more relevance to the children impact than more
recent or older couples do. Also, with only one exception, only couples who had
children of their own referred both the negative (more frequently) and the positive
impact of children.

Social networks consisting of friends, extended family and work colleagues
generally had a strong impact on couple intimacy for younger couples and women,
which is consistent with the fact that traditionally women were generally more active
in the maintaining social networks (Vandervoort, 2000), and younger couples might
have more active social lives. Only longer term couples frequently referred to the
positive impact of social networks including both common and individual friends.
When participants go out without the partner, being able to have “time —off” is seen as
a positive thing. The negative side of social networks was especially sharp for women,
highlighting how the emotional stress of recurrently being called upon to support
people in their networks was a burden on their energy levels and time management:

“sometimes it is impossible, I'm very empathetic and I suffer a lot for others and
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sometimes it is impossible not to bring that home” (Eva, age 27, C39, 3 years
together).

The impact of family of origin on couple intimacy was mainly associated with
a decrease of privacy and an increase of conflict, although for a few couples family of
origin provided an invaluable support regarding regular childcare. However, that
support was rarely used for couple or individual time, since parents felt uncomfortable
asking for more than the already agreed hours of childcare, though some wanted to. In
common with our findings on social networks, family of origin was more frequently
referred to as having a strong and negative impact on couple intimacy for women, and
for younger and more recent couples. Both younger and more recent couples might
have a harder time imposing limits and boundaries with the family of origin: they
might either be still struggling to gain more autonomy, individually and as a couple,
from the family.

Couple, work, children, families of origin and social networks are all themes
associated with the boundaries between different subsystems and this focus can be
further extended to very concrete topic: the importance of the house. Participants
frequently noted the relevance of the physical space for couple intimacy': “Intimacy
is our relationship inside the house” (Carlos, age 37, C27, together for 8 years);
“Couple intimacy? Well, for starters it’s this. A common domicile, us entering that
door every day and inhabiting this space and with all that it has, the daily routines”
(Bernardo, age 37, C39, 3 years together). Intimacy appears to be something that
needs a physical place for its expression or family display. For the couple, being
intimate entails an assurance for level of privacy— namely, privacy from family of

origin and social networks, if not from children — and the house can provide that.

" This happened even before the “if intimacy was a house” metaphor was introduced.
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Changing the routine as an opportunity for authenticity, curiosity and couple
development

Some degree of repetitiveness and lack of change is expected in established
couple relationships (Baumeister & Bratzlawsky, 1999). Some dread it, others accept
it, and others actively fight it. Change or the lack thereof is one of the themes with
most global impact on couple intimacy. Routine appears related to tiredness, lack of
time and conformity, as Irene (age 31) and Boris (age 31) put it— “L: for me it’s the
routine (...) when I say we are always rushing, that is the routine. Work, then rushing
to the gym, then family (...) a lot of demands. B: yes, Irene calls it routine and that is
when every day we are really tired” (C28, 3 years together). Some couples jump at the
opportunity for a little private escape: “We live our day as a function of work and our
three children (...)[so] one kid had this activity, the other had another one and I
dropped the baby at my mom, and the two of us went for a walk. Sometimes we just
need to be alone together” (Nuno, age 38, C12, 15 year together). Changes in routine
were referred to most frequently as a factor that enhances intimacy across all groups,
but especially amongst younger and more recent couples. They underline the positive
impact of change in very specific moments, namely dinners out, weekend getaways
and holidays. Weekend getaways are reported to have more impact than one night
outings for all groups, except for longer term couples. These escapes were narrated by
couples as very important events to their sense of being intimate while experiencing
new things, as illustrated by Joana (age 36) and Mario’s (age 56) giggly description of
escaping to a rural hotel after 4 years without spending weekend on their own “M — [
think people saw us as lovers... [J — yes.] and we felt like that, I mean, us, alone in,

without children....(...) it become different. It glues to your skin. [laughing] J: it was
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fun ” (C25, 5 year together). Such rituals can be conceptualized a form of display that
enables the couples to feel as an intimate couple outside of the home, in the same sense
that family meals, for example, can work as a way to display what a ‘proper’ family is
(James & Curtis, 2010).

For many couples, actively pursuing these moments is an invitation for
curiosity, the experience of otherness and couple development. As Eva (age 27) and
Bernardo (age 37) put it: “it enhances [intimacy] if we can be alone more often (...)
Sometimes it is almost like forcing ourselves to be with each other, to talk, to develop.
To continue the construction. B: Not just not working, it’s being away from other
people as well...sometimes there are lots of people...family, friends, colleagues (...)
Taking a vacation from those people as well” (C39, 3 years together). Getting out of
the routine might also increase intimacy by enhancing its main dimensions —
authenticity, privacy and sharing, as illustrated by Eliza (age 40) and Felipe (age 42):
“E: In a relationship that is alive, people think about things, challenge each other ... in
a settled attitude, you might not agree but you also don’t care to say anything about it.
F: we value that, monotony is ok, but it can’t last long” (C51, 17 years together). The
way couples strategically prepare such moments might paradoxically set apart the

couple that actually get a chance to be authentic.

Conclusion
This study offers an up to date qualitative empirical account of the couples’
perspective regarding the components of and the influences upon couple intimacy.
Incorporating key family sociology concepts and considering recent social changes
allowed us to construct a fluid and complex network of meanings contributing to the

enrichment of family psychology and family sociology research on intimacy.
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Authenticity emerged as one of the most relevant categories. To our knowledge
none of the current psychometric tools evaluating intimacy assesses this dimension of
intimacy — only verbal self-disclosure, which does not encompass the scope of
authenticity, and might maintain a gendered focus of verbal discourse (Perel, 2007,
Prager, 1995). Other dimensions that frequently emerged in this study (i.e..: privacy,
autonomy) are also absent from most psychometric assessment of intimacy. Many of
these scales were developed some decades ago (see Hook et al., 2003, for a review)
and considering that many of our results were more expressive in either recent or
younger couples this might suggest significant changes in the importance of the
authenticity within intimacy. Morgan (2011, p.17) notes that “in modern societies,
there appears to be an increasing value placed on the ‘real’ and ‘authentic’ self and
an increasing desire to discover this by whatever means are available”. This idea of a
recent social change appears suggestive of an effort to have connected yet also very
authentic relationships.

Regarding the components of couple intimacy, we proposed a systemic model
of intimacy based on authenticity, sharing and trust — further connected by a context of
privacy, understanding and autonomy. Authenticity and autonomy were more
frequently referred to by younger and more recent couples than by older or longer term
couples. However, this does not seem like the self-obsessed individualism (Jamieson,
1998) suggested by Giddens’ (1992) ‘pure relationship’, but more like a related and
interdependent autonomy. It emphasises the idea that authenticity and autonomy
recursively stimulate intimacy — perhaps a differentiated intimacy — where otherness
and connectedness