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Abstract. Emotional suppression is an emotion regulation strategy that is often used
in Eastern or Asian cultures like in Indonesia. Emotional suppression can be related
to various outcomes in marital relationships such as marital distress. This research
explored the association between emotional suppression and marital distress in
individuals during their first five years of marriage. 1770 married participants from
various regions in Indonesia participated (mean marriage length = 23.49 months).
The research variables were measured using the Emotional Regulation Questionnaire
(ERQ) and the Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS). Emotional suppression and
marital distress were found to be negatively correlated. Differences in the norms in
various situations across the culture seemed to influence the result. Inferential statistics
were calculated to determine whether there was a significant difference in individual
marital distress levels based on gender, the number of children, residential status, and
changes in sexual activity during the Covid-19 pandemic.

marital distress, emotional suppression, early marriage, Covid-19 pandemic

Marriage is one of the essential steps in the stages of individual development. Through
marriage, individuals can meet the need for companionship, love, and support from
their partners, as well as fulfilling their sexual needs and procreation [1]. In the process,
couples will be faced with various tasks, such as negotiating about the fulfiiment of
roles and responsibilities, building their relationship as an individual and a couple, and
learning how to maintain a developing relationship [2]. These tasks will be felt since the
early days of marriage and will continue throughout the marriage. Frequently, conflicts

and turmoil will arise in the process, which can cause distress to the couple [3].

According to Statistics Indonesia (BPS), in 2018, as many as 183,085 divorce cases
in Indonesia were caused by continuous dispute and marriage quarrels. The number

clearly shows that couples who are continually having unresolved conflicts decided
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to divorce. The accumulation of unresolved conflict can also lead to physical, psycho-
logical, emotional, mental, and spiritual consequences, known as marital distress [3].
One factor that can trigger marital distress is the accumulation of unresolved conflict
stemming from avoidance [4]. This is done because most couples are apprehensive of
their negative emotions and have difficulty managing them [1]. In the end, it is common
for individuals to choose emotional suppressions in the hope that the negative emotions
will go away on their own. Reducing or suppressing the expressions of emotions is a

form of emotional regulation known as emotional suppression [5].

Individuals who suppress their emotions tend to experience much more negative
and less positive emotional impulses [6]. Moreover, there is an increase in physiological
reactions in sympathetic and cardiovascular activation [7] and an increase in blood
pressure [8]. Emotional suppression was also found to reduce the psychological well-
being and life satisfaction of individuals [6]. On the other hand, emotional suppression
can result in communication disruption and stress to the interlocutor in an interpersonal
relationship [9]. These effects lead to a lack of social support [5] and reciprocity from
others [10]. Individuals will then feel an increase in stress within themselves and their
relationship [1], so they might feel that their relationship is deteriorating [10]. [6] Found
that emotional suppression negatively correlates with relationship satisfaction level and
leads to more conflict in romantic relationships. Similar findings were also found in
the study by [11], that emotional suppression was found to impair the quality of one’s
marriage during the early stages of marital transition. Emotional suppression can reduce
intimacy and cause individuals to judge their relationship more negatively [9], [12], [6].

From some of the explanations outlined above, the researcher aims to know the
relationship between emotional suppression with marital distress on individuals in their
first five years of marriage. Previous research, such as that done by [6], found that
emotional suppression can reduce the level of satisfaction in relationships. However,
different results from emotional suppressions were found in participants with easter
cultural backgrounds [8], [13]. The researcher, thus, wants to discover the effect of
emotional suppressions on marital relations in Indonesia, as a country that belongs to
the eastern tradition.

Alongside emotional suppressions, the research estimates that the current Covid-19
pandemic might have influenced the level of marital distress. The negative impacts
of the pandemic, such as layoffs, economic difficulties, work stress, pandemic-induced
uncertainty, and anxiety about health conditions [14], might act as additional stressors for

individuals and couples. These stressors are associated with more significant emotional
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distress and can make it difficult for individuals or couples to behave constructively—
which might lead to an increase in marital conflict and marital distress [14].

The Covid-19 pandemic has forced individuals to carry out their various activities from
home. The social distancing policies and movement limitation can gradually blur the
line between family and work roles, which pose particular difficulties for individuals. This
disruption might lead to conflicts within these roles, disruption in family and professional
affairs, and emotional tension [15]. The use of less effective emotional regulation, such
as emotional suppression, can increase negative emotions and reduce individual well-
being during the pandemic. Individuals might feel overwhelmed by the various stresses
they experience, which can negatively affect their marital relationship, alongside addi-
tional external stressors and aggravating marital distress [16]. This situation also can
make individuals or couples with poor adjustment and high conflict in their relationship
will experience a slight decrease in relationship satisfaction which then suppressed
the functioning of the relationship they have [17]. Therefore, research on emotional
suppression and marital distress becomes relevant to be carried out on individuals who
are in the first five years of marriage, given that the early period of marriage represents
a transitional period in which dramatic changes and marital conflict are most intense

and frequent [2].

Marital Distress defined as a multifaceted phenomenon in which individuals may expe-
rience dissatisfaction on certain dimensions of their marriage (e.g., sex, finances, com-
munication) but not with other dimensions. This can be seen through disagreement
and pressure on several dimensions of marriage including important issues in marriage
(consensus), relationship satisfaction, the level of closeness of relationship and activities
carried out with partner (cohesion), and affectional expression. Factors that can affect
marital distress are the negative communication [4], parenting conflicts, quality time,
conventionalism, conflict resolution style, number of children, residential status [18],
changes in sexual activity [19]. One type of negative communication is avoidance which
is related to stonewalling and characterized by a low level of emotional expression
which is similar to what is known as emotional suppression.

Emotional Suppression defined as a form of emotion regulation that aims to inhibit
the expressive behavior of the emotions felt. Emotional suppression is one way to

suppress the emotional response that has been present and felt as an individual effort
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to reduce positive and negative emotional experiences [5]. Factors that can affect

emotional suppression include gender [5], personality, and culture [8].

The research design is cross-sectional, non-experimental because there is no manipula-
tion of the variables studied, and the data collection is only done once. 1170 participants
data, consisting of 871 women and 299 men were processed. Other data were not
used due to incomplete submission of the form and ineligibility of some participants
in meeting the research qualification. The marriage age of participants ranged from
0 months to 60 months (M= 23.49 months), with 0-2 children. Additionally, most of
the participants had previously been in a dating relationship before marriage (80.2%).
The Revised Dyadic Adjustment Scale (RDAS) by Busby, Christensen, Crane, and Larson
(1995) with 14 items and the Emotional Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ) by [5] with 4 items
were used to measure the level of marital distress and emotional suppressions. The
measuring instruments were adapted by translating them from English into Indonesian.
The data collection is done by distributing online questionnaires using Google Form and
shared through various media social. A simple regression statistical analysis between
emotional suppression and marital distress in individuals who were in the first five years
of marriage was conducted using SPSS ver. 23. Analysis of t-test and ANOVA was also
conducted on the research variables with participant demographic data to get a clearer

picture of the participant’s condition.

The analysis showed that there is a significant relationship between the two variables
(F (1,1168) = 12,377, p<0.01) with an R? of 0.010. Table 1 shows the results of the analysis
of the relationship between marital distress and emotional suppression. These results
indicate that the research hypothesis, namely emotional suppression has a significant
relationship with marital distress in individuals who are in the first five years of marriage,
can be accepted. The results of the analysis show that 1% of the variance in marital
distress can be predicted by emotional suppression.

Table 1: Analysis Result on the Relationship between Emotional Suppression and
Marital Distress

Analysis of t-test and ANOVA using SPSS ver. 23 was conducted on the emotional

suppression and marital distress variables based on gender, the number of children,
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TABLE 1: Analysis Result on the Relationship between Emotional Suppression and Marital Distress

Research Variables Marital Distress
R R? F p
Emotional Suppression -0.102 0.010 12.377 0.000

TABLE 2: The Difference on the RDAS Score based on Gender and Sexual Activity.

N Mean t Sig.
Gender
Female 871 49,61 -2,02 0,044
Male 299 50,82
Sexual Activity
Affected 236 46,95 -5,09 0,000
Not Affected 934 50,67

sexual activity, and residence status. Through the analysis, the significance of variable
differences between the group of participants can be evaluated [20]. The numerical
scores compared are the total RDAS and ERQ scores, while the cohort refers to the
division of the group from various demographic data.

T-test results showed that there were significant differences in the marital distress
level of female and male participants t(1168) = -2,02, p<0,05. Women show lower
levels of marital stability and satisfaction, thus indicating higher marital distress when
compared to men. Additionally, there was a significant difference in participants’ marital
distress based on changes in sexual activity during the Covid-19 pandemic {(1168) = -
5,09, p<0,001(Table 2). Participants who reported that the pandemic affects their sexual
activities with their partner had lower levels of marital stability and satisfaction, thus
indicating higher distress compared to participants who reported that sexual activity

with their partner was not affected during the COVID-19 pandemic.

TABLE 3: The Difference in the RDAS Score based on the Number of Children and Residential Status

N Mean SD Sig.
Number of Children
0 540 50,73 8,41 0,006
1 530 49,46 9,24
2 100 49,92 9,86
Residential Status
With Partner 679 50,44 8,46 0,001
With Partner and 345 49,96 9,58
Parents
Apart due to Work 146 4744 9,29
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The ANOVA analysis found a significant difference in the level of marital distress
among groups based on the number of children (F(2,1167) = 5,11, p<0,05). Marital stability
and satisfaction were higher in the participants in the group without children (M = 50.73,
SD = 8.41) than in the group with one child (M = 49.46, SD = 9.24)) and groups with two
children (M = 49.92, SD = 9.86) (Table 3). Therefore, the higher the number of children
an individual has, the lower the level of marital stability and satisfaction. In other words,
the higher the level of marital distress they have. There is also a significant difference
in the level of marital distress in the category based on residential status (F(2,1167) =
6,81, p<0,05). Table 3 concludes that individuals who live with their partners have lower
levels of marital distress than other groups.

Marital distress is a situation whereby individuals experience dissatisfaction in their
marriage, characterized by emotional stress, conflict, and other difficulties experienced
by individuals and their partners. One of the factors that can affect marital distress is
emotional suppression, in which individuals tend to suppress and not express their
emotions. This study found a significant relationship between emotional suppression
and marital distress. The two variables are negatively correlated, which indicates that
the higher the emotional suppression carried out by individuals in a marriage, the lower
the level of marital stability and satisfaction, which eventually indicates a high level of
marital distress. These findings are in line with the research conducted by [11], which
found that the use of emotional suppression can damage marital relationships and
reduce the quality of relationships during the early stages of marriage.

Emotional suppression shows that individuals withdraw from interactions that elicit
certain emotions to avoid conflict. The withdrawal can reduce the level of intimacy, which
then affects the marital relationship and create pressure for individuals. This shows that
negative communication styles such as avoidance which are similar to suppression can
actually affect relationships and marital distress in marriage. Although the results of the
study show a significant correlation between emotional suppression and marital distress,
the effect of emotional suppression tends to be small. It is assumed that there are other
variables that act as a mediator on the relations between emotional suppression and

marital distress. Thus, future research through mediation analysis should be carried out.

On the other hand, the results of this study are different from the researcher’s
assumptions and the results of the research conducted by [13]. [13] Found a more positive
influence on people with cultural backgrounds from Eastern cultures or Asian countries.
Considering that this research was conducted in Indonesia, which has characteristics
adherent to Eastern culture, it was estimated that there would be a more positive

relationship between emotional suppression and marital distress. Such a condition may
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occur because there is a difference in the norms of emotional expressions in various
situations across cultures in Indonesia. One of them can be caused by display rules
as sociocultural standards that regulate emotional states with when, where, and how
emotions are expressed [21] in a different culture. Furthermore, emotional expression
is also studied in relation to the cultural value of the subject’s living environment.
Therefore, it is possible for individuals to remain open with their families but not when

they are outside because they are influenced by cultural factors adopted.

This study also found that there were differences in the level of marital distress in
several groups of participants based on gender, changes in sexual activity, number
of children, and residential status. The study found that women tend to feel more
depressed and experience increased stress than men because they are overwhelmed
with their responsibilities and roles to take care of their families and work [22]. These
conditions can then affect the level of individual marital distress during the Covid-19
pandemic. This explanation is evident in the results of research which shows that the
level of stability and marital satisfaction in female participants is lower than that of male
participants.

As many as 20% (N=233) of study participants admitted that their sexual activity was
affected during the pandemic. The results showed that individuals who reported that
their sexual activity with their partner was affected during the pandemic had higher
levels of marital distress than those who were not. The results are in line with [23] on
the effect of the pandemic on individual sexual activity, which resulted in the finding
that there was a decrease in the frequency and change in the type of sexual activity. [19]
Changes in sexual activity during the pandemic with the married couple were caused
by the experience of worries, lack of privacy, and stress. The fear of Covid-19 spread
between couples who engaged in sexual activities was the cause of concern. There
are also concerns for the safety of their children. The isolation and lockdown cause
individuals to spend almost all of their time with children and families, resulting in a lack
of privacy which in turn reduced intimacy with partners [24], [19].

Most of the current study participants do not have or have had one child. The biggest
problem for married couples in parenting is having children that had a negative impact
on marital satisfaction [1]. The sentiment is reinforced with married couples reporting
that they feel more dissatisfied and feel pressured in marriage after having children [1].
In line with this explanation, the results of the study show that the more children an
individual has, the lower the level of marital stability and satisfaction. In other words, the
higher the number of children, the higher the individual marital distress. Some factors

that might play a role in creating this condition include the couple’s lack of involvement
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in child care, and the amount of attention focused on marriage is not balanced with the
attention given to their children. Therefore, a higher number of children may increase the
level of stress felt by married couples. This is especially the case during the pandemic
when the presence of children at home due to isolation and quarantine can create

tension and increase the need for child care [22].

The residential status for couples was also found to have an influence on the indi-
vidual’'s marital distress. Couples sometimes do long-distance marriages due to work
that makes one partner live apart from each other. Being separated from a partner
certainly makes a change in communication patterns and can be one of the causes
of disturbances [18] or marital failure [25]. The study found that individuals who live
separately from their partners tend to have a higher level of marital distress than
individuals who live with their partners. The inability of one partner to optimally perform
their role and the many obstacles that exist make long-distance relationships can be
complicated for many couples [26].

The study is limited due to the large difference between the number of male and
female participants. Balancing the sample is necessary for future studies to support the
analysis of research variables between sexes. It is also suggested that future research
can conduct research in pairs to get a dyadic data, considering that the marriage involves
two individuals who are interrelated. Both the husband and the wife can participate in
the study, although they should fill out the questionnaire separately. In addition, as
the majority of the population sample have had a relationship before marriage, further
research can balance the number of participants with other backgrounds (such as ta’aruf
and arranged marriages). Inclusion of participants with other backgrounds can be done
so that the research sample can be more representative and the research results can
describe the relationship between variables that may be different, and then can act as

a comparison of the majority of the population in the study.
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the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final manuscript.
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