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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marital conflicts are among the major factors threatening family
mental health and may reduce couples’ sense of meaning and purpose in life. The present
study aimed to compare the effectiveness of positive psychology intervention and
existential therapy on meaning in life among conflicted couples.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test,
and three-month follow-up along with a control group. The statistical population consisted
of conflicted couples referring to counseling and psychological service centers in District
2 of Tehran in 2025. After the initial screening, 36 couples were randomly assigned to two
experimental groups and one control group. The first experimental group received positive
psychology intervention, while the second experimental group underwent existential
therapy. The control group received no intervention. The research instruments included
the Marital Conflict Questionnaire developed by Barati and Sanaei and the Meaning in
Life Questionnaire developed by Steger et al. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of
variance and Bonferroni post hoc test.

Findings: The results of mixed ANOVA indicated that both interventions significantly
increased the presence of meaning and search for meaning compared to the control group
(P<0.0005). In addition, the interaction effect of time and group was significant for both
dimensions of meaning in life. Bonferroni post hoc results demonstrated that existential
therapy showed greater effectiveness than positive psychology intervention during the
post-test and follow-up stages, and its effects were more stable over time.

Conclusion: Both positive psychology intervention and existential therapy were effective
in improving meaning in life among conflicted couples. However, existential therapy
demonstrated deeper and more stable effects due to its emphasis on responsibility, self-
awareness, and reconstruction of existential meaning. Therefore, existential interventions
may serve as an effective therapeutic approach for enhancing marital relationships and
reducing marital conflicts.

Keywords: Positive Psychology, Existential Therapy, Meaning in Life, Conflicted
Couples, Marital Conflict

oNolel

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.



mailto:dr.anasseri1969@iau.ac.ir
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-5444-4371
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-1677-7012
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7551-2439
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9360-0018
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0

A Comparison of the Effectiveness of Positive Psychology Intervention and... (Mashhadi et al)

Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Family is considered one of the most fundamental
social institutions and plays a central role in
maintaining psychological well-being, emotional
security, and social stability. The quality of marital
relationships significantly influences the mental health
of couples and the overall functioning of the family
system. Marital conflicts are among the most prevalent
problems affecting couples and can lead to emotional
distancing, reduced marital satisfaction, psychological
distress, and deterioration of family cohesion (Barati,
1996; Barati & Sanaei, 1996). Recent studies have shown
that persistent marital conflict is associated with
maladaptive interaction patterns, emotional avoidance,
and impaired emotional regulation among couples
(Askarshahi et al., 2025; Cheung et al., 2022).
Consequently, researchers and clinicians have
increasingly focused on identifying psychological
factors that can protect couples against the destructive
consequences of marital conflict.

One of the most important protective psychological
constructs in marital relationships is meaning in life.
Meaning in life refers to individuals’ perception that
their lives are purposeful, coherent, and valuable.
According to Steger and colleagues, meaning in life
consists of two dimensions: the presence of meaning
and the search for meaning (Steger et al., 2006; Steger &
Shin, 2010). Presence of meaning reflects the degree to
which individuals perceive their lives as meaningful
and purposeful, whereas search for meaning refers to
active efforts to discover or deepen meaning in life.
Meaning in life has been associated with psychological
resilience, emotional adjustment, life satisfaction, and
adaptive coping strategies (Kim et al., 2022; Li et al,,
2025). Baumeister and Newman argued that individuals
create meaning through interpreting life experiences
and constructing coherent narratives about themselves
and their relationships (Baumeister & Newman, 1991). In
marital relationships, couples who experience greater
meaning in life are generally more capable of
managing conflicts, maintaining emotional intimacy,
and preserving commitment in difficult situations.

Several studies have emphasized the relationship
between meaning in life and marital functioning. Lotfi
Amiri and colleagues found that meaning in life plays
a mediating role in the relationship between lifestyle
and marital conflict, suggesting that couples with
higher levels of meaning experience fewer destructive
conflicts (Lotfi Amiri et al., 2022). Similarly, Arslan and
Yildirim reported that meaningful interpersonal

relationships contribute to emotional well-being and
reduce internalizing psychological problems (Arslan &
yildirim, 2021). Therefore, interventions aimed at
enhancing meaning in life may improve couples’
psychological functioning and reduce marital distress.

Among contemporary psychological interventions,
positive psychology and existential therapy have
received considerable attention for their emphasis on
meaning, personal growth, and psychological well-
being. Positive psychology, introduced by Seligman,
focuses on strengths, positive emotions, optimism,
gratitude, resilience, and flourishing rather than merely
reducing pathology (Seligman, 2002). Rashid and
Seligman proposed positive psychotherapy as an
intervention designed to enhance happiness, meaning,
and personal strengths through structured therapeutic
exercises (Rashid & Seligman, 2018). Positive
psychology interventions encourage individuals to
focus on positive experiences, appreciate personal
strengths, cultivate gratitude, and develop constructive
interpersonal relationships.

Research has demonstrated that positive psychology
interventions can improve emotional functioning and
marital relationships. Antoine and colleagues reported
that positive psychology interventions improved
relationship satisfaction and intimacy among couples
(Antoine et al., 2020). Waters also suggested that
positive psychology interventions strengthen family
happiness and relational well-being through increasing
positive emotions and constructive interactions
(Waters, 2020). Furthermore, studies have shown that
positive-oriented therapies enhance psychological
flexibility and meaning in life (Khorani et al., 2021;
Soleimani Dalfard et al., 2024). Wang and colleagues
emphasized that positive psychology promotes human
strengths and facilitates adaptive coping with life
challenges (Wang et al., 2021).

In contrast, existential therapy focuses on deeper
philosophical and existential dimensions of human
experience, including freedom, responsibility, death,
isolation, anxiety, and meaning. Existential theorists
believe that psychological growth occurs when
individuals confront existential concerns and accept
responsibility for their choices (van Deurzen & Adams,
2016; Yalom, 2019). Existential therapy helps
individuals find meaning through authentic living, self-
awareness, and acceptance of life’s limitations. Rather
than avoiding anxiety and suffering, existential therapy
encourages individuals to engage with existential
realities in order to achieve personal transformation
and deeper meaning.




Existential interventions have also demonstrated
effectiveness in marital and family contexts. Rezapour
Mirsaleh and colleagues found that existential therapy
improved marital forgiveness and family functioning
among women affected by marital infidelity (Rezapour
Mirsaleh et al., 2020). Toghraei and colleagues reported
that familiarity with existential concerns increased
meaning in life and emotional self-regulation among
women on the verge of divorce (Toghraei et al., 2025).
Menzies and Menzies further argued that existential
therapies transform existential philosophy into
process-based therapeutic approaches that facilitate
profound psychological change (Menzies & Menzies,
2024). Wong also emphasized that meaning-centered
approaches and second-wave positive psychology
integrate suffering and growth, highlighting that
authentic meaning often emerges through confronting
adversity (Wong, 2023).

Although both positive psychology and existential
therapy emphasize meaning and psychological growth,
they differ in their mechanisms of change. Positive
psychology primarily focuses on increasing positive
emotions and strengths, whereas existential therapy
addresses deeper existential concerns and personal
responsibility. Despite the growing interest in both
approaches, few studies have directly compared their
effectiveness in enhancing meaning in life among
conflicted couples. Therefore, the present study aimed
to compare the effectiveness of positive psychology
intervention and existential therapy on meaning in life
among conflicted couples.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with pre-test, post-test, and three-month follow-
up along with a control group. The statistical
population consisted of all conflicted couples referring
to counseling and psychological service centers in
District 2 of Tehran during 2025. Initially, 105 couples
volunteered to participate and completed the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire. Among them, 85 couples
obtained scores between 126 and 210, indicating
moderate to severe marital conflict. Based on inclusion
and exclusion criteria, 36 couples (72 individuals) were
selected using simple random sampling and assigned
randomly to two experimental groups and one control
group. Each group consisted of 12 couples.

The inclusion criteria included being between 20 and
55 years old, having at least two years of marital life,
experiencing marital conflict, possessing at least a
diploma-level education, and providing informed
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consent. Exclusion criteria included absence from
more than two sessions, incomplete questionnaires,
participation in similar therapies, or use of psychiatric
medication after the intervention began.

The research instruments included the Marital Conflict
Questionnaire developed by Barati and Sanaei and the
Meaning in Life Questionnaire developed by Steger
and colleagues. The Meaning in Life Questionnaire
measures two dimensions: presence of meaning and
search for meaning.

The first experimental group received positive
psychology intervention based on Rashid and
Seligman’s protocol. The intervention consisted of ten
90-minute sessions conducted over three months and
focused on positive thinking, strengths identification,
gratitude,  forgiveness,  positive  relationships,
optimism, and savoring positive experiences. The
second experimental group received existential therapy
based on the protocol developed by van Deurzen and
Adams. This intervention also consisted of ten 90-
minute sessions over three months and focused on
existential awareness, freedom, responsibility,
meaning, loneliness, mortality, authentic relationships,
and value clarification. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the study period.

Following the intervention, all participants completed
the post-test measures. A follow-up assessment was
conducted three months later to evaluate the stability of
treatment effects. Due to attrition, one couple from the
positive psychology group and two couples from the
existential therapy group were excluded from the final
analyses. Therefore, the final sample consisted of 33
couples. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of
variance and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that both
intervention groups demonstrated increases in the
dimensions of meaning in life from pre-test to post-test
and follow-up stages, whereas the control group
showed no significant improvement. In the positive
psychology group, the mean score of presence of
meaning increased from 10.18 in the pre-test to 17.27
in the post-test. In the existential therapy group, the
mean score increased from 9.50 to 20.90. Similar
improvements were observed for the search for
meaning dimension.

The results of mixed analysis of variance demonstrated
a significant effect of time on both presence of meaning
and search for meaning across the three measurement




stages. The interaction effect of time and group was
also significant, indicating that changes over time
differed across the intervention and control groups. For
presence of meaning, Wilks’ Lambda showed
significant differences between groups across time
(p<0.0005). Similar findings were obtained for search
for meaning.

The results of Greenhouse-Geisser tests confirmed
significant differences between pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up scores for both dimensions of meaning in
life. Moreover, Bonferroni post hoc analyses revealed
that both positive psychology and existential therapy
significantly improved meaning in life compared with
the control group. However, existential therapy
demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness than
positive psychology intervention in both post-test and
follow-up stages. The findings also indicated that the
therapeutic effects of existential therapy remained
more stable during the follow-up period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that
both positive psychology intervention and existential
therapy significantly improved meaning in life among
conflicted couples. However, existential therapy
showed greater and more stable effectiveness
compared with positive psychology intervention.
These findings suggest that interventions focused on
meaning, self-awareness, and emotional growth can
effectively reduce the psychological consequences of
marital conflict and improve couples’ relational
functioning.
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Positive psychology intervention appeared to improve
meaning in life through enhancing positive emotions,
gratitude, optimism, and constructive interpersonal
experiences. By encouraging couples to focus on
strengths and positive experiences, participants
developed a more hopeful and meaningful perspective
toward their relationships. In contrast, existential
therapy facilitated deeper changes through confronting
existential concerns, increasing responsibility, and
promoting authentic engagement with life and
relationships. Couples learned to reinterpret conflicts
as opportunities for growth and meaning-making rather
than merely sources of distress.

The stronger effects of existential therapy may be
attributed to its deeper engagement with existential
dimensions of human experience. Existential therapy
encourages individuals to accept life’s uncertainties
and limitations while actively constructing meaning
and responsibility within relationships. As a result, the
changes produced by existential therapy may be more
enduring and transformative than interventions
primarily focused on positive emotional experiences.

Overall, the findings highlight the importance of
addressing meaning in life within marital interventions.
Couples who perceive their relationships as
meaningful are more capable of coping with stress,
resolving conflicts constructively, and maintaining
emotional intimacy. Therefore, integrating meaning-
centered approaches into couple therapy may
significantly enhance therapeutic outcomes for
conflicted couples.
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