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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Conflict with the family of origin and in-laws is considered one of the
major threats to marital stability and relationship quality. Nevertheless, some couples successfully
maintain healthy and satisfying marriages despite experiencing such family-related tensions. The
present study aimed to develop a preventive model of marital conflict based on the experiences and
functioning of non-conflicted couples who effectively managed conflicts involving their own
families or their spouses’ families.

Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted using the grounded theory approach of
Strauss and Corbin. The study population consisted of non-conflicted couples residing in Shiraz
and family counseling professionals during 2024-2025. Participants were selected through
purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Eighteen participants,
including 14 couples and 4 family counselors, took part in semi-structured interviews. Data were
analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding procedures.

Findings: Data analysis resulted in the identification of seven core components: effective
communication skills, emotional and cognitive management, moral and spiritual values, flexibility
and adaptability, marital support and solidarity, healthy family boundary-setting, and conscious
partner selection with psychological maturity. These components emerged from 14 subthemes and
numerous initial codes and were integrated into a comprehensive conceptual framework. The
findings indicated that these factors function as protective mechanisms that prevent family-related
tensions from escalating into marital conflicts and contribute to marital cohesion, satisfaction, and
stability.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that preventing marital conflict in the presence of family-related
challenges depends less on eliminating external stressors and more on couples’ abilities to
communicate effectively, regulate emotions, establish healthy boundaries, and uphold moral and
spiritual values. The proposed model provides a culturally grounded framework that can be applied
in premarital education, family counseling, and preventive marital interventions.

Keywords: Preventive Model; Marital Conflict; Non-Conflicted Couples; Family of Origin; In-
Laws; Grounded Theory; Family Boundaries.
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Designing a Preventive Model of Marital Conflict Based on...

Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital relationships constitute one of the most
important social and psychological foundations of
individual well-being and family stability. Although
marital conflict is considered an inevitable aspect of
intimate relationships, the way couples manage and
respond to conflict determines whether disagreements
become opportunities for growth or sources of distress
and relationship  deterioration. Research  has
consistently demonstrated that unresolved marital
conflict is associated with lower marital satisfaction,
increased psychological distress, reduced family
functioning, and a greater risk of separation and
divorce (Azam & Siddique, 2023; Owen et al., 2023; Unal
& Akgiin, 2022). Furthermore, chronic marital conflict
has been linked to depression, anxiety, traumatic
stress symptoms, and adverse health outcomes among
couples and family members (Kumar et al., 2022;
Majani et al., 2023; Nwanosike et al., 2025).
Consequently, understanding the factors that protect
couples from destructive conflict has become a
significant focus of family and marital research.

Among the numerous factors influencing marital
stability, relationships with the family of origin and
in-laws have attracted increasing scholarly attention.
The family of origin represents the primary context in
which individuals acquire interpersonal skills,
communication  patterns, emotional  regulation
strategies, and beliefs regarding intimate relationships
(Fife et al., 2020; Huang et al., 2024). These early
experiences often shape expectations regarding
marriage and influence how individuals respond to
challenges within their marital relationships. Previous
studies have shown that dysfunctional family-of-
origin patterns, excessive emotional dependence on
parents, and unclear intergenerational boundaries may
contribute to marital dissatisfaction and conflict
(Hosseini Birjandi, 2023; Rahmati & Kermani Baghestani,
2024). Similarly, qualitative investigations have
identified interference from parents and extended
family members as one of the most common sources
of tension between spouses (Banaei et al., 2023;
Rabbani et al., 2022).

Relationships ~ with in-laws represent another
important dimension of marital life. Although in-law
relationships may provide emotional, social, and
practical support, they may also become sources of
stress, disagreement, and competing loyalties.
Research suggests that discordant perceptions of in-
law relationships are associated with lower marital
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satisfaction and an increased risk of divorce (Fiori et
al., 2020). Furthermore, interactions between mothers-
in-law, daughters-in-law, sons-in-law, and other
extended family members significantly influence
relationship quality and marital adjustment (Greif &
Woolley, 2021; Karim, 2023; San Leong & Juhari, 2021).
Family boundary management has therefore emerged
as a crucial protective factor. Couples who establish
healthy boundaries with their families while
maintaining respectful connections are more likely to
preserve marital stability and prevent external
conflicts from entering the marital subsystem (Rahmati
& Kermani Baghestani, 2024; Young & DeGroot, 2021).

Another important protective mechanism is marital
resilience. Psychological resilience refers to the
ability to adapt positively to adversity and maintain
healthy functioning despite significant challenges
(Sisto et al, 2019). In marital contexts, resilience
enables couples to navigate family pressures,
interpersonal stressors, and life difficulties while
maintaining emotional connection and relationship
quality. Studies have demonstrated that resilient
couples employ constructive conflict management
strategies, provide greater mutual support, and
demonstrate stronger commitment to the relationship
(Heim & Heim, 2025; Spaumer et al., 2025). Likewise,
emotional self-regulation has been identified as a key
determinant of marital adjustment. Couples who
effectively regulate emotions are less likely to engage
in hostile interactions and more likely to approach
conflicts constructively (Frye-Cox et al., 2021; Pourdel &
Soudani, 2025; Taghizadeh & Mehdizadeh Tavasani,
2025). Research on communication patterns further
indicates that constructive marital dialogue, active
listening, empathy, and collaborative problem-solving
play significant roles in reducing conflict and
enhancing relationship satisfaction (Adegboyega, 2021;
Jamo et al., 2024; Szczesna & Przybyta-Basista, 2019).

Recent family studies have increasingly advocated a
strengths-based perspective that focuses on successful
and resilient couples rather than exclusively
examining dysfunctional relationships. Positive-
oriented marital interventions and strength-based
approaches emphasize the identification of protective
factors, adaptive coping mechanisms, and relational
resources that promote marital well-being (Mousavi et
al., 2024). Despite the growing body of literature on
marital conflict and family interference, relatively
little attention has been devoted to couples who
experience substantial challenges with their families
of origin or in-laws but nevertheless maintain low-
conflict and highly satisfying marriages. Exploring




the lived experiences of such couples may provide
valuable insights into the mechanisms that prevent
external family tensions from escalating into marital
conflict. Therefore, the present study aimed to
develop a preventive model of marital conflict based
on the experiences and functioning of non-conflicted
couples who successfully maintained healthy marital
relationships despite experiencing conflict with their
family of origin or their spouse’s family.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research design
grounded in the Strauss and Corbin grounded theory
methodology. The purpose of the study was to
identify and conceptualize the underlying mechanisms
that enable couples to prevent family-related tensions
from evolving into marital conflict. Participants
consisted of non-conflicted married couples residing
in Shiraz, Iran, who reported experiencing ongoing
challenges, disagreements, or tensions with their
family of origin or in-laws while maintaining
relatively harmonious marital relationships. In
addition, experienced family counselors with
expertise in marital and family issues were included to
enrich the data and provide professional perspectives.

Participants were selected through purposive and
snowball sampling. Sampling continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved, meaning that no
substantially new concepts emerged from subsequent
interviews. The final sample included 18 participants,
consisting of 14 married individuals representing non-
conflicted couples and four experienced family
counselors. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews designed to explore participants’
experiences regarding family interference, conflict
management  strategies, emotional  responses,
communication patterns, marital cooperation, and
approaches to maintaining healthy boundaries with
extended family members.

Interviews were audio-recorded with participants’
informed consent and subsequently transcribed
verbatim. Data analysis followed the three-stage
coding procedure of grounded theory, including open
coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During
open coding, meaningful units were identified and
assigned initial codes. Similar codes were then
grouped into categories through constant comparative
analysis. During axial coding, relationships among
categories were explored and organized into broader
conceptual themes. Finally, selective coding was used
to integrate the categories into a coherent conceptual
framework representing the preventive model of
marital conflict. To enhance credibility and

111 Olrio ) ol F 698 (v 9 518 ‘&}eﬁ' wuoij)

trustworthiness, peer review and continuous
comparison procedures were employed throughout the
analysis process.

Findings

The analysis generated a comprehensive preventive
model of marital conflict consisting of seven core
categories. During the open coding stage, numerous
initial codes were extracted from participants’
narratives, including conscious partner selection,
shared perspectives toward problems, active dialogue,
emotional awareness, empathy, resilience, boundary-
setting, spiritual orientation, mutual support, realistic
expectations, personal growth, and constructive
interactions with extended family members.

Through axial coding, these initial codes were
organized into fourteen subcategories. These
subcategories included conscious marriage, shared
couple identity, constructive dialogue, analytical
insight, realism, experiential learning, conflict
resolution skills, authenticity and honesty, emotional
support and empathy, regulated family relationships,
affection and respect, healthy boundary-setting,
resilience, emotional self-regulation, adaptation to
differences, and spirituality-oriented values.

The selective coding process resulted in seven
overarching themes. The first theme, -effective
communication skills, encompassed constructive
dialogue, affection, respect, and conflict resolution
abilities. The second theme, emotional and cognitive
management, included emotional self-regulation,
resilience, and realistic appraisal of challenges. The
third theme, moral and spiritual values, consisted of
authenticity, honesty, gratitude, benevolence, and
spirituality. The fourth theme, flexibility and
adaptability, reflected openness to differences and
continuous learning. The fifth theme, marital support
and solidarity, emphasized mutual empathy, shared
commitment, and teamwork within the marriage. The
sixth theme, healthy boundaries with families,
included independent decision-making, privacy
protection, and balanced interaction with extended
family members. Finally, the seventh theme,
conscious choice and maturity, represented thoughtful
partner selection and psychological readiness for
marriage.

The resulting conceptual model suggested that
conflict with the family of origin or in-laws does not
inevitably produce marital conflict. Instead, the
presence and interaction of these seven protective
factors enable couples to maintain stable, satisfying,
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and low-conflict marital relationships despite external
family pressures and tensions.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that successful
management of family-related tensions depends on a
complex interaction of interpersonal, emotional,
cognitive, ethical, and relational factors. Rather than
avoiding conflict altogether, non-conflicted couples
appear to possess resources that allow them to prevent
external tensions from disrupting their marital bond.
The model developed in this study demonstrates that
healthy marriages can be maintained even in
challenging family environments when couples
possess effective communication skills, emotional
regulation abilities, resilience, and a strong sense of
marital unity.

A particularly important finding concerns the role of
communication. Participants consistently described
constructive dialogue, active listening, mutual respect,
and collaborative problem-solving as essential tools
for managing difficulties involving family members.
Open  communication  appeared to  reduce
misunderstandings, facilitate emotional support, and
strengthen couple solidarity. Similarly, emotional and
cognitive management emerged as a crucial protective
mechanism. Participants who demonstrated resilience
and emotional self-regulation were better able to
manage negative emotions triggered by family
interactions and avoid transferring frustration into the
marital relationship.

The study also highlights the importance of healthy
family boundaries. Couples who successfully
maintained their relationships did not necessarily

distance themselves from their families. Instead, they
established clear limits regarding decision-making
authority, privacy, and marital autonomy while
preserving respectful family relationships. This
balanced approach allowed them to benefit from
family connections without permitting external
interference to undermine their marriage.

Another significant finding involves the role of moral
and spiritual values. Honesty, gratitude, forgiveness,
and spirituality contributed to a relational climate
characterized by empathy, patience, and goodwill.
These qualities appeared to facilitate constructive
responses to  family-related challenges and
strengthened couples’ commitment to maintaining
harmony. Furthermore, conscious partner selection
and psychological maturity emerged as foundational
factors that influenced the development of many other
protective capacities identified in the model.

Overall, the preventive model developed in this study
suggests that marital stability in the context of family
conflict is not determined solely by external
circumstances. Rather, it depends on the presence of
adaptive personal characteristics, effective relational
skills, healthy family boundaries, and a strong
commitment to the marital relationship. These
findings provide a culturally grounded framework for
understanding how couples can successfully navigate
family-related challenges while preserving marital
harmony. The model may serve as a valuable
foundation for the development of premarital
education programs, family counseling interventions,
and preventive marital relationship training aimed at
strengthening couples’ resilience and relationship
quality in the face of external family pressures.
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