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Introduction

Repetitive focus on negative thoughts and emotions in 
relation to the stressful factor is called rumination.[1] In 
rumination, thoughts appear consciously, annoyingly, and 
disgusting.[2] Stress reaction rumination is an important factor 
in the etiology of depression and the tendency to negative 
and cognitive styles and stress reaction rumination is a 
prelude to major depression periods and depressing periods.[3] 
Emotional vulnerable people have beliefs in rumination 
which are noticeable in their tendency to choose and engage 
in rumination. Thinking in the form of rumination leads to a 
cognitive attentional syndrome, the general sign of which is 
attention focused on oneself.[4]

Rumination is a maladaptive encounter strategy used when 
facing with a problem. The self‑focused processing results 
in involvement of the individual in the pathological states 
and increases the possibility of its recurrence. The cognitive 
attentional component creates the problem that rumination and 
threat monitoring strategies could increase access to thoughts, 
information and negative thoughts.[5] The rumination in response 
to the depressed mood which is lowered experimentally or 

naturally results in damaging consequences. The damages 
include severely negative and prolonged emotions, depressing 
symptoms, negative sentimental thinking, poor problem 
solving, damaged motivation, inhibition of effective behaviors, 
and disturbed concentration and recognition.[3]

People who involve in passive rumination rarely use active 
and targeted problem solving for encounter with negative life 
events. Consequently, they engage in emotion‑focused and 
self‑focused rumination and are less likely to use an active 
and structured problem‑solving method to deal with their 
problems.[6] Rumination is in comorbidity with depression and is 
more likely to be associated with an increased depression‑anxiety 
syndrome.[3] Many of these rumination thoughts are related to 
uncertainty, controllability, or manageability of important 
life situations.[7] Many theorists believe that such uncertainty 
provides the conditions for anxiety.[8]
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Rumination leads to despair about the future and negative 
self‑assessment. Such cognition prepares the ground for 
depression.[9] As a result of their cognition, the ruminators are 
fluctuating between depression and anxiety, despair and doubt 
or suspicion.[10] The individuals who recognize themselves as 
ruminants are more likely to be suspicious and uncertain about 
their programs and plans for resolving complicated social 
problems.[11] Rumination leads to neuroticism, a tendency to 
pessimism, and a sense of despair in the individual, which 
leads to depression. In other words, pessimism, despair, and 
rumination are factors increasing depression.[12]

Researches suggest that rumination intensifies the present 
distressed mood, and affects negatively depressive 
processes such as increase of negative thoughts and weaker 
problem‑solving.[13] Paleari, Regalia and Fincham in a 
research with the title of “marital quality, remission and 
forgiveness, sympathy, and rumination: Proved that rumination 
and sympathy independently and simultaneously predict 
forgiveness in marital relationships.”[14] Pearson, Watkins 
and Kuyken in a case study with the title of “psychological 
perspective of rumination in depression,” found that rumination 
predicts decrease in satisfaction with the relationship in the 
individual with a history of depression. In fact, reflection has 
a very important role in satisfaction with relationship.[15]

In general, we could say the level of morality of the 
ruminant is lowered and they use passive and incompatible 
strategies. Consequently, their interpersonal relationships 
are weakened and they involve in social isolation. Following 
these complications, level of mental health is reduced, the 
individual is involved in anxiety and depression, leading to 
dissatisfaction with life. Considering that women report more 
rumination about their problems,[16] it could be explained 
that their vulnerability is more. When they are involved in 
marital conflicts, it seems that the conditions are prepared 
for rumination. Marital conflicts create challenges, and 
when they are accompanied with rumination, the range of 
conflicts is developed, and ultimately the rumination disrupts 
problem‑solving process. Considering the damages caused by 
rumination on the individual and thereby on the relationship, 
we decided to perform a research aiming at the discovery of 
rumination content of women with marital conflicts to apply 
a suitable treatment attitude accordingly.

Materials and Methods

This research, based on its discovery nature, is qualitative and 
thematic analysis method was used for data analysis.[17] The 
purpose of this research is a review of rumination content of 
women with marital conflicts. The sample was selected from 
among women who has referred to counseling centers in 
Isfahan for resolving their marital conflicts in 2017 and received 
clinical interviews. The inclusion criteria were:  (1) Having 
the rumination,  (2) having the marital conflicts, and  (3) at 
least 2 years have passed since the marriage. The exclusion 
criteria were: (1) be on the verge of divorce, (2) having the 

personality disorders and acute clinical problems. Those who 
were ruminant  and has marital conflicts were selected. It is 
remarkable that those with clinical problems were excluded. 
The purpose of the interview was then explained to them, and 
after declaring consent for participation in the research, written 
consent was received from them, and the interview began.

The interviews were conducted using a semi‑structured 
approach and started with demographic questions. Then, 
it was continued with game questions  designed for the 
purpose of research. The number of the questions was 
seven questions, which was developed upon studies and 
comments of three specialists in family therapy. Some of 
these questions are: (1) When you encounter with conflicts, 
what kind of thoughts are coming to you? (2) What is the 
content of rumination thoughts about? (3) How long do you 
get involved with these thoughts?

There were some ambiguities in the response of some 
interviewees, and they were asked to explain more for full 
clarification. The volume of the sample determined based on 
theoretical saturation. That is, the data were collected until 
that information be repeated, and the new information have 
not been obtained.

Each interview lasted 45–100  min. The interviews were 
saturated with 15 people. For the analysis of findings, each 
interview was carefully listened, even some interviews were 
listened several times. Then, the interviews were written on the 
paper word by word. Key phrases and concepts were identified, 
and initial code was allocated to them. The interviews and 
coding were repeatedly reviewed, and the similar concepts 
and categories and or those conveying similar concepts were 
placed beside each other and in one category. Thus, the main 
categories and sub‑categories were identified.

For validation of finding, the Cuban method was used. The 
finding was evaluated in four bases (real value, applicability, 
continuity, and reality based).[18] To check true value of the 
findings, after identification of components, it was referred 
to the interviewees, and it was questioned again about 
category, and then the category was approved. To investigate 
applicability of the findings, three other interviewees were 
selected and interviewed. After reviewing new findings, the 
results showed that the findings are consistent with previous 
findings. For examination of the assessment of stability and 
persistence, similar questions were presented to interviewees 
in different forms and asked. They also gave the same 
previous answers, or a similar answer, with the same previous 
concept. Finally, to check if the research is reality‑based, 
coding was reviewed by three other experts, and the results 
were confirmed.

Results

The sample group was composed of 15 women with marital 
conflicts and rumination, ranging from 24 to 40 years old and 
2‑15 years old from their marriage.
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From this study, five main categories and 14 sub‑categories 
were obtained as follows:
1.	 Root cause analysis (relating problem to oneself, relating 

problem to others, comparing oneself with others): In this 
category, the person looks for a reason for his problem 
and analyze his problem. In this analysis, sometimes he 
blames himself and sometimes, the others, and in some 
cases, compares himself with the others

2.	 Feeling incompetence (feeling lack of control over her life 
and feeling of worthlessness): In this category, the content 
of thought includes the phrases conveying feeling of 
incapability and sense of incompetence, and the self‑talks 
indicating their feelings of not being lovely and self‑blame

3.	 Negative excitements (anger, hatred, anxiety, and grief): 
In this category, self‑talks carry negative emotions, such 
as anger, hatred, and grief

4.	 Remembrance of the bitter memories  (the persecution 
by spouse and individual’s failure throughout her): The 
focus of this category is to remember the bitter memories 
of the past. A part of such memories is related to the bitter 
memories of person has her spouse, and the other part 
is related to the bitter memories of the entire life of the 
individual

5.	 Uncertainty about the continuation of the couple’s 
relationship  (regret of marriage, thinking of divorce, 
disappointment of relationship): In this category, the 
person is challenging her marriage and evaluates it 
negative. The content of thoughts is the phrases implying 
that the other person is disappointed with the relationship 
and becomes uncertain and suspicious of continuation of 
the relationship, and is thinking about divorce.

Fourteen subcategories have been recognized in this research 
which are presented hereunder with a sample of interviewees’ 
phrases in Table 1.

With an overview of findings, it seems that rumination content 
follows a path. This path is depicted in Figure 1

Discussion

The purpose of this research was to discover the content of 
rumination thoughts among women with marital conflicts. 
The result of findings is categorized into five main categories 
and 13 subcategories. The categories are  (1) Root cause 
analysis  (relating problem to oneself, relating problem 
to others, comparing oneself with others).  (2) Feeling of 
incompetence  (feeling lack of control over her life and 
decrease of self‑esteem)  (3) Remembrance of the bitter 
memories (the persecution by husband and individual’s failure 
throughout life).  (4) Negative excitements  (anger, hatred, 
anxiety, and grief).  (5) Uncertainty about continuation of 
the couple’s relationship (regret of marriage, disappointment 
of relationship and thinking of divorce). It seems that when 
women do not succeed to resolve their marital conflicts 
if they are prone to rumination, the rumination process 
starts. The content of rumination thoughts starts with root 
cause analysis and is accompanied with the feeling of 
incompetence and remembrance of bitter memories of the 
past. The companion leads to the thoughts contents of which 
is negative excitements and thereby, rumination thoughts 
form the contents of which is uncertainty about continuation 
of couples’ relationship.

The content of rumination thoughts includes (1) past, (2) 
future, (3) self, (4) the other, (5) negative capacity, and (6) 
positive capacity.[19] Self‑centered rumination is linked to 
self‑analysis and self‑isolation.[20] The findings of research 
showed that women look for root cause analysis when they 
encounter problems. Indeed, they attribute the problem 
to themselves and blame themselves through analyzing. 
As per Neff and Vonk, self‑blaming and self‑criticism 
lead to a lack of compassion and sympathy for oneself. 
Lack of compassion makes it more difficult to cope with 
the problem. An attitude of compassion toward oneself 
improves how to cope with negative events and often 
involves nonavoidable tactics of coping, such as positive 
cognitive restructure or problem‑solving.[21] Self‑sympathy 
means that one will apply the same affection and kindness 
which he shows to his loved ones in trouble to oneself. 
Self‑sympathy also involves minimizing the suffering of a 
person in the future. Lack of self‑sympathy increases the 
avoidance function. According to this hypothesis, people 
who have lower levels of self‑sympathy are more likely to 
ruminate.[22]

Self‑blame and attributing the problem of oneself and the 
attributing the problem to the others causes an individual to 
assess himself inefficient. Findings of other scholars approve 
that ruminants offer negative and sentimental thoughts in 
the course of free association, and evaluate themselves and 
their families as undesirable.[23] Their plans display low 
self‑esteem.[10] When an individual is hurt and involves in 
negative sentimental thoughts, he is trapped in remembrance 
of the bitter memories of the past. Indeed, rumination is 
accompanied by a more negative interpretation of events, 

Root cause analysis

Remembrance of the
bitter memories 

Feeling
incompetence 

Negative excitements

Uncertainty about
continuation of the

couple’s relationship  

Figure  1: The content of rumination thoughts in women with marital 
conflicts
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facilitating the recall of negative memories and events of life.
[24] When negative thoughts appear in mind, the mind thinks 
of individual inefficiency, unrealistic goals, interpersonal 
concerns, and remembrance of unpleasant things which 
threatens emotional health.[3] In fact, with rumination, the 
negative feelings associated with the negative event are 
prolonged.[25] When the thinking style of rumination is 
accompanied with pessimism, the orientation in attention to the 
negative stimulus[26,12] is created, and the orientation leads to a 
reduction in the motivation to do things that reduce dysphoria 
and improve mood.[27]

The experience of rumination and negative excitements leave 
synergistic effects on rumination thoughts and consequent 
negative emotions. This positive feedback loop, in turn, leads to 
irregular behaviors such as hasty behavior when experiencing 
negative emotions.[28] Finally, it decreases the sense of 
domination in life,[29] and one feeds suspicion and uncertainty. 
The uncertainty is the result of reflection of the negative 
thoughts which usually accompanies rumination.[10] Rumination 
is a strong predictor of depression,[30] and due to increase 
of negative sentimental thoughts caused by rumination, 
problem‑solving skills are damaged.[31]

Research data could be elaborated by findings of others. 
Although none of them has set the data from our perspective 

the results are in line with the findings of other researchers. 
For example, Jostmann, Karremans, and Finkenauer in 
their research proved that the rumination has impaired the 
ability to maintain positive emotions toward spouse through 
reminding explicit or implied threats of the relationship. The 
intense mood of rumination is related with disturbance in the 
regulation of negative emotions toward the partner in response 
to a harmful incident.[32] Tran too indicated in his research, the 
tendency to respond to negative mood with intense thoughts, 
such as rumination, increases the likelihood of an increased 
risk of emotional disturbances.[33] Chung too showed that 
excessive rumination and lack of empathy have negative 
effect respectively on anxiety and forgiveness and marital 
satisfaction.[34]

Therefore, it seems that the route of the rumination thoughts is 
so that the person initially engages in reasoning and root cause 
analysis. Through the root cause analysis, she attributes the 
problems to oneself or the others resulting in more involvement 
in rumination and its consequence is a remembrance of bitter 
memories of the past and feeling inefficiency. Through the 
feeling of inefficiency and remembrance or bitter memories 
of the past, the negative emotions are formed and intensified. 
This excitement leads one to suspect on continuation of her 
marital relationship. In fact, when uncertainty is established, 

Table 1: Categorization and phrases of contents of ruminant thoughts of women with marital conflicts

Main categories Subcategories Contents
Root cause analysis Relating problem to oneself If I was not so kind, I would not hurt so much

I strongly think that it is my fault
Relating problem to others His mother dominated him/her. It is always in my mind

They made me unhappy. I consider my husband’s 
inefficiency as the cause of my problems

Comparing oneself with others When I see my sister in law and compare her husband 
with his brother, I say how better and different is he
Who is behaving better than me?

Feeling incompetence Feeling lack of control over her life I said it is useless. I could not proceed
I think I am unable

Feeling of worthlessness I thought he did not love me
I do not like myself

Negative excitements Worry Fear of the future that what will be the future of my job 
and my spouse?
I was very concerned for the future of my children

Anger, hatred I thought that I do not like them anymore
I hate his mother. I curse her

Grief I’m always talking to myself, and I’m always talking to 
them and shed tears

Remembrance of the bitter memories The persecution by spouse I am reviewing his behavior like a movie. The behavior 
which I did not like during these 10 years, is reviewing at 
my mind
I remember his behavior in the past, who was he and what 
he did, his beats or his friends

Individual’s failure throughout her I was never lucky. I remember what my father did. He 
never cared me
My childhood past so, and my present life too is so

Uncertainty about continuation of the couple’s 
relationship

Regret of marriage I said to myself, I should not marry with him
Thinking of divorce I want to separate him
Disappointment of relationship I am thinking that he is not suitable for me
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the individual does not have a problem‑solving approach to 
her/his problems anymore. This approach complicates her/his 
problem. Hence, she/he is trapped by the negative emotions 
resulting in depression. Depression too has a more negative 
effect on her/his relationship.

Conclusion

When a person is involved in rumination, he/she loses his/her 
problem‑solving ability, and thereby his couple relationship 
is in risk of being lost. It seems that we can provide more 
effective treatment if we consider this cycle and the route 
which rumination passes in the treatment process.

Limitations
Since it was not known if women were prone to rumination 
before marriage or not, we could not say with certainty that 
only marital conflicts have caused rumination. Therefore, it is 
suggested to get parallel studies done before marriage.
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