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Abstract

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of mindfulness-based couple therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy in improving
conflict management and psychological flexibility among couples referred to counseling centers in Bushehr. This quasi-experimental
study employed a pretest—posttest design with a control group. The statistical population comprised couples referred to counseling centers
in Bushehr, from whom 60 participants were recruited through voluntary sampling and assigned to the mindfulness-based couple therapy,
Islamic spirituality therapy, and control groups. Data were collected using Rahim’s 28-item Conflict Management Styles Questionnaire
and Dennis and Vander Wal’s 20-item Psychological Flexibility Questionnaire. Each intervention was delivered in six weekly 90-minute
sessions. The data were analyzed using multivariate analysis of covariance and follow-up univariate analyses of covariance while
controlling for pretest scores. Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a significant difference between the experimental and control
groups in the combined conflict-management components (Wilks” Lambda=0.148, F=21.92, p<0.0001, 1?>=0.852). Follow-up analyses
indicated significant intervention effects on integrating (F=16.91, 1?>=0.424), dominating (F=6.86, 1?>=0.230), obliging (F=19.66,
1?=0.461), avoiding (F=20.44, 1?=0.471), and compromising styles (F=12.18, p=0.002, 1?=0.346). A significant between-group effect was
also found for psychological flexibility (F=9.82, p=0.003, n>=0.219), indicating significantly greater improvement in the intervention
groups than in the control group. Mindfulness-based couple therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy appear to be effective interventions
for improving conflict-management styles and psychological flexibility among couples and may therefore be incorporated into counseling
programs designed to enhance adaptive marital functioning.

Keywords: Mindfulness-Based Couple Therapy; Islamic Spirituality Therapy; Conflict Management; Psychological Flexibility; Couples.
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Introduction
Marital relationships constitute one of the most important interpersonal contexts affecting psychological well-being,
emotional security, family functioning, and overall quality of life. Although conflict is an inevitable component of

intimate relationships, its consequences largely depend on how couples perceive, regulate, and manage
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disagreements. Differences in expectations, personal needs, emotional responses, values, and communication
patterns can create recurring interpersonal tensions, and when such tensions are managed through blame,
withdrawal, domination, avoidance, or impulsive emotional reactions, they may gradually undermine relationship
guality. Conversely, constructive conflict-management strategies can facilitate mutual understanding, emotional
regulation, negotiation, and preservation of the marital bond. Evidence suggests that mindfulness is associated with
higher relationship quality and more constructive strategies for resolving interpersonal conflicts, as mindful partners
may be better able to observe their internal experiences before responding automatically to emotionally charged
situations (Mandal & Lip, 2022). Dyadic evidence has likewise demonstrated that mindfulness is associated with
better conflict-resolution abilities within couple relationships, suggesting that mindful functioning may influence
not only individual responses but also interpersonal processes between partners (Park & Harris, 2025).
Mindfulness-based interventions are particularly relevant to marital relationships because they cultivate present-
moment awareness, nonjudgmental observation of thoughts and emotions, acceptance of difficult internal
experiences, and reduced automatic reactivity. Through these processes, partners may become more capable of
interrupting dysfunctional cycles of criticism, defensiveness, escalation, and withdrawal. Recent research indicates
that mindfulness is associated with better couple quality partly through enhanced self-care and greater engagement
in shared relationship activities (Park, 2024). Mindfulness-based family interventions have also demonstrated
beneficial effects on cohesion and adaptability among couples experiencing marital dissatisfaction (Delghandi &
Namani, 2024). More broadly, mindfulness-based couple interventions appear capable of improving relational
outcomes, although their effectiveness may vary according to individual, relational, and contextual characteristics
(Zheng, 2025). A systematic review and meta-analysis similarly indicated beneficial effects of mindfulness
interventions on couple relationship satisfaction, providing further support for their application within couple-
focused psychological interventions (Voldstad et al., 2025). Alongside conflict management, psychological
flexibility is a particularly important psychological capacity in intimate relationships. Psychological flexibility
refers to an individual's ability to remain in contact with difficult thoughts, emotions, and experiences without
excessive avoidance or rigid behavioral responding and to select actions that are consistent with personally
meaningful values. Within marriage, this capacity allows partners to tolerate disappointment, criticism,
disagreement, and emotional discomfort while maintaining behaviors consistent with respect, intimacy,
responsibility, and relationship preservation. A meta-analysis of romantic and family relationships indicated that
greater psychological flexibility is associated with healthier relationship functioning, whereas psychological
inflexibility is linked to more problematic interpersonal dynamics (Daks & Rogge, 2020). Mindfulness and
psychological flexibility are theoretically interconnected because both emphasize openness to internal experiences,
awareness of the present moment, reduced fusion with distressing cognitions, and flexible behavioral responding.
Dyadic research has further demonstrated meaningful associations between mindfulness, psychological flexibility,
and psychological outcomes within couples, suggesting that these processes may function not only at an individual
level but also within the relational system (Zhang et al., 2025). In addition to cognitive and emotional processes,

spirituality may play an important role in marital functioning, especially in cultural settings in which religious
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values are central to the interpretation of marriage and family life. Spirituality can provide meaning, hope,
forgiveness, emotional intimacy, responsibility, and a broader framework for interpreting relational difficulties.
Empirical findings indicate that spirituality is associated with emotional intimacy and patterns of conflict resolution
among married couples (Arora & Dutt, 2025), while Muslim spiritual attachment has also been associated with
the experience of marital conflict (Fadillah et al., 2022). Islamically integrated psychotherapy seeks to combine
professional psychological methods with spiritually meaningful concepts such as patience, trust in God, forgiveness,
mercy, moral responsibility, self-restraint, and meaningful living (Al-Karam, 2018). Such principles may be
particularly applicable to couple therapy because they can help partners reinterpret marital conflict, regulate anger,
reduce retaliatory responses, strengthen forgiveness, and orient behavior toward long-term relational values. Islamic
family counseling programs have demonstrated effectiveness in improving marital adjustment when religious
principles are integrated with emotional and communication skills (Al-Sabaibeh & Khattaba, 2024), and Islamic-
oriented marital skills training has been associated with improvements in marital satisfaction and conflict (Lotfi et
al., 2025). Moreover, spirituality and moral integrity may influence marital adjustment through cognitive flexibility
(Ahmadi et al., 2025), while mindfulness-based interventions incorporating spiritual-lslamic schemas have
produced favorable effects on resilience, self-control, and marital adjustment (Motalebipour et al., 2024).
Spirituality-oriented interventions have also demonstrated potential for improving dyadic adjustment and marital
satisfaction (Pandya, 2022), and shared religious or spiritual practices may contribute to relationship satisfaction
during couple therapy (Yoo et al., 2025). Couple-based psychological interventions more generally indicate that
addressing emotional, behavioral, and relational processes simultaneously can reduce relationship distress and
improve couple functioning (Cano et al., 2018). Taken together, these findings suggest that mindfulness-based
couple therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy may operate through distinct but complementary pathways:
mindfulness primarily strengthens awareness, acceptance, emotional regulation, and deliberate responding, whereas
Islamic spirituality provides a value-based and meaning-oriented framework emphasizing patience, compassion,
forgiveness, responsibility, and relational commitment. Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the
effectiveness of mindfulness-based couple therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy on conflict management and
psychological flexibility among couples referred to counseling centers in Bushehr.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest-posttest design with experimental and control conditions.
The statistical population consisted of couples referred to counseling centers in Bushehr. A total of 60 participants
were recruited through voluntary sampling, including 40 participants allocated to the experimental conditions and
20 participants assigned to the control group. The experimental participants received either mindfulness-based
couple therapy or Islamic spirituality therapy. Eligible participants were married adults aged 30 to 55 years who
demonstrated low to moderate levels of conflict management and psychological flexibility or expressed a desire to
improve their marital relationship. Withdrawal from participation at any stage and the presence of severe psychiatric
disorders, including schizophrenia, active bipolar disorder, or severe personality disorders that could interfere with

participation in couple therapy, constituted exclusion criteria. Conflict management was assessed using Rahim's 28-
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item Conflict Management Styles Questionnaire, which assesses integrating, dominating, obliging, avoiding, and
compromising styles on a five-point Likert scale. Psychological flexibility was evaluated using the 20-item
instrument developed by Dennis and Vander Wal, scored on a seven-point Likert scale, with higher total scores
representing greater flexibility. The mindfulness-based couple therapy protocol consisted of six weekly 90-minute
sessions and included mindfulness education, mindful breathing, body scanning, recognition of automatic conflict
patterns, mindful listening, emotional awareness, acceptance, emotion regulation, conflict-management skills,
value-guided responding, and relapse-prevention planning. The Islamic spirituality therapy intervention was also
conducted in six weekly 90-minute sessions and included Islamic perspectives on marriage, patience, self-
awareness, anger regulation, trust in God, respectful communication, empathy, gratitude, prayer, forgiveness,
acceptance of differences, negotiation, problem solving, and development of a spiritually oriented relational
maintenance plan. Pretests were administered before the interventions and posttests after completion of the sixth
session. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test for normality, multivariate
analysis of covariance, and follow-up univariate analyses of covariance while controlling for pretest scores.
Statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level, and eta squared was used to estimate effect sizes.

Findings

The preliminary analyses supported the assumption of normality for the study variables, as the significance levels
of the Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests were greater than 0.05 across the experimental and control groups. After
adjustment for pretest scores, the multivariate analysis demonstrated a statistically significant group effect on the
combined dimensions of conflict management. Wilks' Lambda was 0.148, with F=21.92, p<0.0001, and an effect
size of n>=0.852, indicating a substantial multivariate group effect. Follow-up analyses revealed significant group
differences for all five conflict-management dimensions. For the integrating style, the group effect was significant,
F=16.91, p<0.0001, n>=0.424. A significant effect was also obtained for the dominating style, F=6.86, p<0.0001,
1n?=0.230. For the obliging style, the analysis yielded F=19.66, p<0.0001, n?>=0.461, while the avoiding style showed
F=20.44, p<0.0001, n*=0.471. The compromising style also differed significantly between groups, F=12.18,
p=0.002, n>=0.346. Among these dimensions, the largest reported effect size was observed for the avoiding style,
followed closely by the obliging style. The adjusted posttest means were generally higher in the experimental
condition than in the control condition for integrating, dominating, avoiding, and compromising styles. Regarding
psychological flexibility, the adjusted posttest mean was 99.13 in the experimental groups and 92.66 in the control
group. The multivariate group effect was statistically significant, with Wilks' Lambda=0.369, F=18.82, p<0.0001,
and 1?=0.631. The follow-up univariate analysis also confirmed a significant effect of group on psychological
flexibility after controlling for pretest scores, F=9.82, p=0.003, n2>=0.219. These results indicated that participation
in the therapeutic interventions was associated with significant improvement in psychological flexibility compared
with the control condition.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that mindfulness-based couple therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy were effective in

modifying conflict-management processes and improving psychological flexibility among couples referred to
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counseling centers. The significant effects on conflict-management dimensions can be explained by the cognitive,
emotional, interpersonal, and value-oriented mechanisms embedded in the two interventions. Mindfulness training
encourages couples to notice thoughts, emotions, and bodily reactions before responding to their partners. This
deliberate pause can weaken automatic cycles of blame, defensiveness, escalation, and withdrawal and create an
opportunity for more considered communication. Mindful listening, emotional validation, acceptance, and
deliberate responding may further facilitate constructive dialogue and enable partners to identify shared solutions
rather than reacting primarily to immediate emotional discomfort. Islamic spirituality therapy may influence the
same relational processes through a complementary mechanism. By emphasizing patience, mercy, forgiveness, self-
restraint, responsibility, respectful interaction, trust, and commitment to relational values, the intervention can
encourage couples to interpret disagreement within a broader ethical and meaningful framework. Conflict may
consequently be experienced less as a threat requiring immediate defensive action and more as a relational problem
that can be managed through patience, dialogue, negotiation, and mutual consideration. The improvement in
psychological flexibility can similarly be understood through the shared emphasis of both interventions on reducing
rigid responses to distressing experiences. Mindfulness helps individuals observe difficult thoughts and emotions
without becoming entirely governed by them, while a spiritually oriented framework can encourage individuals to
tolerate temporary discomfort in the service of values such as compassion, responsibility, forgiveness, and
preservation of the marital relationship. Consequently, couples may become more capable of selecting responses
according to long-term relationship goals rather than immediate emotional impulses. The findings therefore suggest
that these interventions can contribute not only to symptom reduction or short-term conflict control but also to
broader changes in how couples process relational stress and choose their responses. Nevertheless, interpretation
should consider that the study relied on voluntary sampling, self-report instruments, participants from counseling
centers in one city, and a pretest-posttest design without long-term follow-up. Moreover, the reported analyses did
not fully separate the comparative magnitude of the two active interventions. Overall, mindfulness-based couple
therapy and Islamic spirituality therapy appear to provide useful approaches for improving conflict management
and psychological flexibility among couples. Their use may be particularly valuable when intervention selection is
adapted to the psychological, cultural, and spiritual characteristics of clients and when therapists integrate emotion-
regulation and communication skills with meaningful relational values.
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