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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marital conflict and maladaptive interaction patterns are among the most
important factors threatening couples’ relationship quality and are often associated with covert
relational aggression and ineffective conflict management styles. The present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of couple-based cognitive behavioral therapy on conflict management
styles and covert relational aggression among couples with marital conflict who referred to
counseling centers in Alborz city.

Methodology: This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest—posttest and a
control group. The statistical population consisted of couples with marital conflict who referred to
counseling centers in Alborz city in 2025. A total of 18 couples were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to experimental and control groups. The experimental group
participated in 11 sessions of couple-based cognitive behavioral therapy, while the control group
received no intervention. Research instruments included the Revised Marital Conflict
Questionnaire, Nelson and Carroll’s Covert Relational Aggression Scale (2006), and Rahim’s

Conflict Management Styles Questionnaire (1983). Data were analyzed using Multivariate
Analysis of Covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS version 26.
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A. (2026). The Effectiveness of Findings: The results of multivariate covariance analysis demonstrated that couple-based
Couple-Based Cognitive Behavioral ~ cognitive behavioral therapy had a significant effect on the study variables (P<0.001). The findings
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Conclusion: The findings suggest that couple-based cognitive behavioral therapy can improve
adaptive conflict management styles and reduce covert relational aggression among couples with
marital conflict through modifying dysfunctional cognitions, enhancing communication skills,
strengthening empathy, and improving problem-solving abilities. Therefore, implementing this
therapeutic approach in counseling and psychological service centers may provide an effective
evidence-based intervention for reducing marital conflicts and improving couples’ relationship
quality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marital conflict is one of the most important
indicators of relational distress and can affect
emotional intimacy, communication quality, and
family functioning. Dysfunctional conflict
management styles and covert relational aggression
may intensify marital dissatisfaction and weaken
couples’ emotional security (Bucsea et al., 2025;
Dargahi et al, 2024). Conflict management styles
include integrating, dominating, obliging, avoiding,
and compromising patterns, among which integrating
and compromising styles are generally considered
more adaptive, whereas avoiding and obliging styles
may maintain unresolved tensions (Haghighi et al.,
2012; Zarei et al., 2023). Covert relational aggression,
including emotional withdrawal and damaging the
partner’s social image, is a subtle but destructive form
of aggression that can gradually reduce trust and
relationship quality (Ruchkin et al., 2026; Sandhu et al.,
2025). Cognitive-behavioral couple therapy is
designed to modify dysfunctional cognitions, improve
communication skills, enhance emotional regulation,
and promote collaborative problem-solving (Bouchard
et al., 2024; Shimizu et al., 2026). Therefore, the present
study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of couple-
based cognitive-behavioral therapy on conflict
management styles and covert relational aggression
among couples with marital conflict.

Methodology

This quasi-experimental study used a pretest—posttest
design with an experimental group and a control
group. The statistical population included couples
with marital conflict who referred to counseling
centers in Alborz city in 2025. A total of 18 couples
were selected through convenience sampling and
randomly assigned to experimental and control
groups, with 9 couples in each group. The inclusion
criteria were a score of 150 or higher on the Marital
Conflict Questionnaire, at least five years of marriage,
no psychiatric medication use during the previous
year, and informed consent to participate. The
exclusion criteria were absence from more than two
intervention sessions, failure to complete therapeutic
assignments, and unwillingness to continue
participation. The instruments included the Revised
Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Nelson and Carroll’s
Covert Relational Aggression Scale, and Rahim’s
Conflict Management Styles Questionnaire. The
experimental group received 11 weekly 90-minute
sessions of couple-based  cognitive-behavioral

therapy, while the control group received no
intervention. Data were analyzed using multivariate
analysis of covariance and univariate analysis of
covariance in SPSS version 26.

Findings

The mean age of couples in the experimental group
was 31.43 years with a standard deviation of 4.21, and
the mean age of couples in the control group was
32.08 years with a standard deviation of 4.13.
Descriptive findings showed that the experimental
group’s mean score for the integrating style increased
from 18.47 at pretest to 22.03 at posttest, while the
control group changed from 18.69 to 18.61. The
dominant style remained almost unchanged, with the
experimental group changing from 17.89 to 17.86 and
the control group from 17.80 to 17.72. The obliging
style decreased in the experimental group from 20.55
to 18.32, whereas it increased in the control group
from 20.14 to 20.47. The avoiding style decreased in
the experimental group from 20.61 to 18.03, while it
increased slightly in the control group from 20.44 to
20.57. The compromising style increased in the
experimental group from 12.75 to 15.08, whereas the
control group changed from 1239 to 12.52.
Emotional withdrawal decreased in the experimental
group from 17.80 to 15.94, while the control group
changed from 17.52 to 17.64. Social image damaging
decreased in the experimental group from 18.08 to
16.47, whereas the control group changed from 17.81
to 17.92.

The assumptions of covariance analysis were
confirmed. Levene’s test was not significant for
integrating style (F=3.15, P=0.085), dominating style
(F=0.38, P=0.649), obliging style (F=0.02, P=0.891),
avoiding style (F=0.41, P=0.528), compromising style
(F=2.83, P=0.101), emotional withdrawal (F=0.43,
P=0.523), and social image damaging (F=0.36,
P=0.654). Box’s M test was also not significant for
conflict management styles (Box’s M=9.67, F=0.54,
P=0.919) and covert relational aggression components
(Box’s M=5.41, F=1.69, P=0.167). Multivariate
covariance analysis showed significant group
differences in conflict management styles at posttest
based on Pillai’s trace (value=0.94, F=85.26,
P=0.001), Wilks’ lambda (value=0.06, F=85.26,
P=0.001), Hotelling’s trace (value=17.05, F=85.26,
P=0.001), and Roy’s largest root (value=17.05,
F=85.26, P=0.001). Significant group differences
were also found for covert relational aggression
components based on Pillai’s trace (value=0.83,
F=78.80, P=0.001), Wilks’ lambda (value=0.16,
F=78.80, P=0.001), Hotelling’s trace (value=5.08,




F=78.80, P=0.001), and Roy’s
(value=5.08, F=78.80, P=0.001).

Univariate covariance analysis showed that couple-
based cognitive-behavioral therapy had a significant
effect on the integrating style (SS=107.89, df=1,
MS=107.89, F=153.91, P=0.001, n>=0.841), obliging
style (SS=56.30, df=1, MS=56.30, F=144.22,
P=0.001, >=0.833), avoiding style (SS=65.57, df=1,
MS=65.57, F=144.20, P=0.001, n*>=0.832), and
compromising style (SS=48.78, df=1, MS=48.78,
F=121.27, P=0.001, n*>=0.807). However, the effect
on the dominating style was not significant
(§S=0.075, df=1, MS=0.075, F=1.36, P=0.253,
1n>=0.045). The intervention also had a significant
effect on emotional withdrawal (SS=27.40, df=1,
MS=27.40, F=47.08, P=0.001, n*>=0.595) and social
image damaging (SS=24.70, df=1, MS=24.70,
F=134.40, P=0.001, n*=0.808). These results indicate
that the intervention increased adaptive conflict
management styles and reduced maladaptive conflict
styles and covert relational aggression components.

largest  root

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study support the theoretical
assumptions underlying cognitive-behavioral couple
therapy and are consistent with prior empirical
findings demonstrating the effectiveness of cognitive-
behavioral interventions in improving marital
relationships. The increase in integrating and
compromising conflict management styles may be
attributed to the intervention’s emphasis on
communication  skills, empathy, collaborative
problem-solving, and cognitive restructuring. Couples
who participated in therapy learned to express
emotions more constructively, identify maladaptive
cognitive distortions, and interpret their partners’
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behaviors more realistically. Consequently, they
became more capable of resolving disagreements
through dialogue and mutual understanding rather
than avoidance or passive submission. Similarly, the
reduction in covert relational aggression may reflect
increased emotional awareness, improved emotion
regulation, and enhanced interpersonal transparency.
By learning healthier methods of expressing
dissatisfaction and emotional needs, couples were less
likely to rely on indirect aggressive behaviors such as
emotional withdrawal or social image damaging.
Although the intervention did not significantly affect
the dominating conflict management style, this
finding may suggest that dominance-oriented
interaction patterns are more deeply rooted in
personality traits or long-standing relational dynamics
and therefore may require more intensive or longer-
term interventions.

Overall, the findings suggest that couple-based
cognitive-behavioral  therapy is an effective
intervention for improving conflict management
styles and reducing covert relational aggression
among couples with marital conflict. Through
modifying  maladaptive  cognitions,  enhancing
emotional regulation, strengthening communication
skills, and improving collaborative problem-solving
abilities, this therapeutic approach can help couples
establish healthier and more adaptive interaction
patterns. Given the importance of conflict
management and covert relational aggression in the
maintenance of marital distress, implementing
cognitive-behavioral couple therapy in counseling
centers and psychological services may contribute
significantly to improving marital functioning,
strengthening emotional intimacy, and preventing the
escalation of chronic relational conflicts.
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