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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Marital conflict may undermine marital quality of life, adjustment, and
satisfaction by intensifying negative emotions, reinforcing dysfunctional communication patterns,
and reducing psychological flexibility. This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of
acceptance and commitment-based group therapy in improving marital quality of life, marital
adjustment, and marital satisfaction among women experiencing marital conflict.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest design with a one-
month follow-up and a control group. The statistical population consisted of married women
experiencing marital conflict who attended counseling centers in Neyshabur, Iran, in 2022-2023.
Thirty eligible participants were selected through simple random sampling and randomly assigned
to an experimental group or a control group, with 15 participants in each group. The experimental
group received eight 90-minute sessions of acceptance and commitment-based group therapy,
whereas the control group received no active intervention. Data were collected using the World
Health Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire, Spanier’s Dyadic Adjustment Scale, and the

ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire. The data were analyzed in SPSS version 25 using
repeated-measures analysis of variance, analysis of covariance, and Bonferroni post hoc
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The Effectiveness of Acceptance and  Findings: Inferential analyses demonstrated that acceptance and commitment-based group therapy
Commitment-Based Group Therapy produced statistically significant improvements in marital quality of life, marital adjustment, and
on Marital Quality of Life, Marital marital satisfaction compared with the control condition (P<0.01). The intervention yielded effect
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Conclusion: Acceptance and commitment-based group therapy appears to improve marital quality
of life, adjustment, and satisfaction by promoting emotional acceptance, cognitive defusion,
present-moment awareness, psychological flexibility, and committed action consistent with
personal and relational values. This intervention may therefore be incorporated into family
counseling and psychological treatment programs for women experiencing marital conflict.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Marriage is one of the most influential interpersonal
contexts in adult life and provides an important
foundation for emotional security, social support,
psychological well-being, and family stability.
Nevertheless, marital relationships are inevitably
accompanied by differences in expectations, values,
needs, responsibilities, communication patterns, and
approaches to problem-solving. These differences do
not necessarily damage the relationship; rather, the
manner in which couples interpret and manage them
determines  whether  disagreement  becomes
constructive or develops into persistent marital
conflict. Marital conflict is a multidimensional
phenomenon that may involve  recurring
disagreements, emotional distancing, criticism,
hostility, ineffective communication, withdrawal, and
unresolved tension. When such patterns become
chronic, they can undermine intimacy, mutual trust,
cooperation, and the overall stability of the marital
relationship (Ho, 2025; Shemaye & Getahun, 2021).

Marital conflict may emerge from multiple individual,
relational, and contextual factors. Differences in
spousal role expectations, division of household
responsibilities, financial decisions, relationships with
extended family members, child-rearing practices,
emotional intimacy, and perceived support may all
contribute to the development of conflict. Gendered
expectations regarding marital roles are particularly
important because spouses may interpret fairness,
responsibility, and emotional involvement differently.
When one partner perceives that personal needs or
contributions are ignored, conflict may become more
frequent and emotionally intense (Ali et al., 2020). In
addition, environmental stressors may reduce couples’
capacity for emotional regulation and constructive
problem-solving. Evidence from marital relationships
during the COVID-19 pandemic showed that
economic pressure, social restrictions, uncertainty,
and increased time spent together could intensify pre-
existing marital difficulties, particularly when couples
lacked effective communication and coping resources
(Wisyaningrum et al., 2021).

Persistent marital conflict has consequences that
extend beyond temporary dissatisfaction. It may
increase perceived stress, emotional exhaustion,
anxiety, depressive symptoms, anger, hopelessness,
and relational withdrawal. Even when conflict does
not involve overt aggression, prolonged marital
tension may weaken emotional well-being and reduce

the perceived quality of the relationship (Manalel et al.,
2019). The effects of marital conflict may also extend
to the broader family system, as dynamic and
persistent conflict between parents has been
associated with less favorable trajectories of
emotional and behavioral adjustment among
adolescents (El-Sheikh et al., 2019). Therefore, the
treatment of marital conflict is important not only for
improving the relationship between spouses but also
for protecting individual mental health and family
functioning.

One of the major outcomes affected by chronic
marital conflict is quality of life. Quality of life is a
multidimensional construct encompassing
individuals’ perceptions of their physical health,
psychological state, social relationships, and
environmental conditions in relation to their
expectations, values, and life goals. Within marriage,
quality of life includes emotional security, support,
effective role functioning, satisfaction with family
relationships, and a sense of well-being in the shared
home environment (World Health, 2019). Repeated
conflict can reduce quality of life by increasing
psychological distress, disrupting sleep and daily
functioning, reducing social support, and creating a
sense of insecurity within the family. Moreover,
marital satisfaction is closely connected to broader
life satisfaction, and meaningful or spiritual resources
may contribute to this relationship (Kasapoglu &
Yabanigul, 2018). Consequently, interventions that
improve the way individuals respond to relational
distress may also enhance their overall evaluation of
marital life.

Marital adjustment is another central indicator of
relational health. It refers to the capacity of spouses to
coordinate expectations, negotiate differences, share
responsibilities, communicate affection, and adapt to
changing life circumstances. Maritally adjusted
couples are not necessarily free from disagreement;
rather, they are more capable of remaining
emotionally regulated, listening to each other, and
using constructive strategies when disagreements
occur. Conflict-resolution strategies are therefore
central to marital adjustment.  Constructive
communication, mutual problem-solving, empathy,
and flexibility may protect marital affection, whereas
avoidance, domination, verbal aggression, and
emotional withdrawal may weaken it (Li et al., 2020).
Cultural background, attachment patterns, and
preferred conflict-resolution styles also contribute to
marital satisfaction and adjustment, particularly
among women (Bretafia et al., 2019). In addition,
emotion regulation may moderate the association




between marital conflict and marital satisfaction,
indicating that the ability to tolerate and manage
negative emotional states is a critical component of
relational functioning (Frye et al., 2020).

Marital satisfaction represents a person’s overall
cognitive and emotional evaluation of the marriage. It
reflects the extent to which the relationship is
experienced as supportive, affectionate, stable,
intimate, and consistent with personal expectations.
Marital satisfaction is influenced not only by the
frequency of conflict but also by the strategies used to
manage it. Perceived stress, spousal support, and
conflict-resolution styles have all been identified as
important correlates of marital satisfaction (Akin Isik &
Kaya, 2022). Similarly, conflict management has been
proposed as an important mechanism linking marital
characteristics to marital stability and satisfaction
(Akbari et al., 2023). Thus, interventions intended to
improve marital satisfaction should address not only
observable communication but also the emotional and
cognitive processes that shape responses to conflict.

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy is a third-wave
behavioral intervention centered on psychological
flexibility. Rather than attempting to eliminate
distressing thoughts and emotions, this approach helps
individuals remain in contact with present-moment
experiences and choose behaviors that are consistent
with personally meaningful values. Its six core
processes are acceptance, cognitive defusion, contact
with the present moment, self-as-context, values
clarification, and committed action (Hayes et al., 2016).
In the context of marital conflict, experiential
avoidance may appear as emotional suppression,
prolonged silence, withdrawal, rumination, efforts to
control the spouse, or impulsive reactions intended to
escape discomfort. Although such strategies may offer
temporary relief, they often maintain conflict and
reduce intimacy. Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy helps individuals observe difficult thoughts
and emotions without automatically acting on them
and encourages behavior guided by values such as
respect, intimacy, cooperation, and responsibility.

Research has indicated that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy may improve interpersonal
functioning by reducing cognitive fusion and
increasing flexible responses to relational situations
(Bernal-Manrique et al., 2020). It has also demonstrated
favorable effects on psychological processes such as
acceptance, experiential avoidance, and psychological
flexibility in family contexts (Han et al., 2020). Within
marital and couple interventions, Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy has been associated with
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reduced conflict, improved emotion regulation, and
better interpersonal relationship quality (Ghahari et al.,
2021; Yaghoobi et al., 2020). It has also been found to
improve marital satisfaction among women with
marital conflict (Azimi & Dehghani Cham-Peiri, 2020)
and to reduce marital boredom while enhancing
differentiation in women experiencing marital
difficulties (Hashemizadeh et al., 2024).

More recent findings have shown that Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy may reduce marital conflict and
emotional  divorce  while  promoting  self-
differentiation among women with relationship
distress (EshagAbadi et al., 2025). Systematic review
and meta-analytic evidence has further supported its
effectiveness in improving couple functioning and
relational satisfaction (Barraca et al., 2025). Evidence
derived from randomized trials has also suggested that
interventions based on psychological flexibility and
value-guided action can improve couple functioning
(Polanski et al., 2025). Moreover, the effects of this
approach on marital satisfaction may remain stable
over time because the skills taught during treatment
can be generalized to everyday relational challenges
(Duarte-Diaz et al., 2025). Despite these findings,
relatively few studies have simultaneously examined
marital quality of life, marital adjustment, and marital
satisfaction among women with marital conflict in an
Iranian cultural context. Accordingly, the present
study investigated the effectiveness of acceptance and
commitment-based group therapy on marital quality
of life, marital adjustment, and marital satisfaction in
women experiencing marital conflict.

Methodology

This study used a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest
design with a control group and a one-month follow-
up. The statistical population consisted of married
women experiencing marital conflict who attended
three counseling centers in Neyshabur, Iran, in 2022—
2023. Eligibility criteria included being between 20
and 55 years of age, having been married for 5 to 25
years, holding at least a high school diploma,
obtaining low scores on the screening measures of
marital functioning, providing informed consent, and
expressing  willingness to participate in the
intervention. Absence from more than two treatment
sessions was considered an exclusion criterion. Thirty
eligible women were selected through simple random
sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental
group and a control group, with 15 participants in
each group.
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Data were collected using the 26-item World Health
Organization Quality of Life Questionnaire, the 32-
item Spanier Dyadic Adjustment Scale, and the 47-
item ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire.
The quality-of-life instrument assessed physical
health, psychological health, social relationships, and
environmental health. The Spanier scale measured
marital satisfaction, cohesion, consensus, and
affectional expression. The ENRICH questionnaire
assessed major dimensions of marital functioning,
including communication, conflict resolution, leisure
activities, sexual relationships, role expectations,
financial management, and general marital
satisfaction. Higher scores on all three instruments
represented more favorable functioning.

After the pretest, the experimental group received
eight 90-minute sessions of acceptance and
commitment-based group therapy. The protocol
addressed the core processes of psychological
flexibility. The initial sessions focused on group
formation, therapeutic orientation, assessment of
current problems, mindfulness, and recognition of the
limitations of previous control strategies. Subsequent
sessions introduced acceptance, values clarification,
identification of barriers to valued action, cognitive
defusion, self-observation, and present-moment
awareness. Later sessions emphasized committed
action, the distinction between primary and secondary
suffering, acceptance of difficult internal experiences,
and the application of value-consistent behavior to
marital interactions. The final session reviewed
acquired skills, discussed setbacks and relapse-related
situations, and consolidated plans for continued
practice. The control group received no active
intervention during the study period. The posttest was
administered one week after the completion of
treatment, and the follow-up assessment was
conducted one month after the posttest.

The data were analyzed using SPSS version 25.
Means and standard deviations were used to describe
the study variables. Inferential analyses included
repeated-measures multivariate analysis of variance,
covariance-based group comparisons, and Bonferroni
pairwise  comparisons.  Statistical —assumptions,
including normality and homogeneity of variances
and covariance matrices, were examined before the
main analyses. Effect sizes were calculated to
estimate the practical magnitude of the intervention
effects, and the significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The inferential analyses demonstrated that acceptance
and commitment-based group therapy produced

statistically significant improvements in all three
outcome variables compared with the control
condition. For marital quality of life, the group-related
effect was significant, F=71.418, p<0.001, with an
effect size of 0.726. This result indicated that
approximately 72.6% of the variance in improvement
in marital quality of life was attributable to the
intervention.

A significant intervention effect was also found for
marital adjustment, F=53.679, p<0.001, with an effect
size of 0.851. This was the largest effect among the
three outcomes and indicated that approximately
85.1% of the variance in improved marital adjustment
was associated with participation in the acceptance
and commitment-based intervention.

Marital satisfaction also improved significantly in the
experimental group compared with the control group,
F=83.026, p=0.001, with an effect size of 0.755. Thus,
approximately 75.5% of the variance in increased
marital satisfaction was explained by the intervention.
Collectively, these effect sizes indicated substantial
practical as well as statistical effects.

Bonferroni pairwise comparisons were conducted to
evaluate the maintenance of treatment gains between
the posttest and follow-up assessments. No
statistically significant difference was observed
between posttest and follow-up scores for marital
quality of life, with a mean difference of 0.117 and
p=0.826. Similarly, the posttest—follow-up difference
was nonsignificant for marital adjustment, with a
mean difference of 0.467 and p=0.391. The difference
between posttest and follow-up marital satisfaction
scores was also nonsignificant, with a mean difference
of 0.386 and p=0.281. These results indicated that the
improvements achieved by the experimental group
remained stable throughout the one-month follow-up
period.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings showed that acceptance and
commitment-based group therapy was effective in
improving marital quality of life, marital adjustment,
and marital satisfaction among women experiencing
marital conflict. The substantial effect sizes suggest
that the intervention produced clinically meaningful
changes rather than only minor statistical differences.
The maintenance of gains at follow-up further
indicates that the participants were able to continue
using the acquired skills after the formal treatment
sessions ended.

The improvement in marital quality of life may be
explained by the intervention’s emphasis on reducing




experiential avoidance and increasing present-moment
awareness. Women experiencing marital conflict may
devote substantial emotional and cognitive resources
to suppressing anger, controlling distressing thoughts,
anticipating future conflict, or repeatedly reviewing
previous negative interactions. These patterns may
intensify distress and reduce the individual’s ability to
recognize positive experiences in everyday life.
Through acceptance and mindfulness exercises,
participants learned to remain in contact with difficult
internal  experiences  without becoming fully
controlled by them. This process may have reduced
emotional exhaustion and allowed greater engagement
with meaningful marital and personal activities.

The improvement in marital adjustment can be
understood through the development of psychological
flexibility. Cognitive defusion may have helped
participants treat rigid and global judgments about
their spouses as thoughts rather than absolute facts.
As a result, they may have become less likely to react
defensively or impulsively during disagreement.
Acceptance may also have increased their capacity to
remain engaged in difficult conversations without
immediately withdrawing, attacking, or attempting to
eliminate discomfort. Values clarification provided a
more stable basis for choosing responses consistent
with  respect, intimacy,  cooperation, and
responsibility. Together, these processes could
facilitate more adaptive negotiation, greater tolerance
of differences, and more constructive conflict
resolution.

The increase in marital satisfaction may have resulted
from the replacement of control-oriented and avoidant
behavior with value-guided action. When individuals
focus primarily on changing their spouses or
eliminating all negative feelings, they may overlook
behaviors that are personally available and capable of
improving the relationship. The intervention
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encouraged participants to identify specific behaviors
that expressed their marital values, such as listening
attentively, communicating needs directly, showing
affection, and maintaining respectful interaction
during conflict. Repeated engagement in these
behaviors may have increased emotional connection
and improved participants’ overall evaluation of their
marriages.

The stability of the findings during follow-up is
consistent with the transferable nature of the skills
taught in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy.
Mindfulness, cognitive defusion, acceptance, values
clarification, and committed action are not limited to a
single marital problem or treatment setting. They can
be applied repeatedly across different situations and
may therefore support continued improvement after
the termination of therapy. The group format may also
have strengthened treatment effects by providing
normalization, interpersonal  feedback, shared
learning, and social support. Observing other group
members confront similar difficulties may have
reduced shame and isolation while increasing
motivation to practice new responses.

Overall, acceptance and commitment-based group
therapy appears to be an effective intervention for
women experiencing marital conflict. By changing the
individual’s relationship with distressing thoughts and
emotions and by promoting behavior consistent with
personally meaningful marital values, the intervention
can improve broad quality-of-life perceptions,
adaptive marital functioning, and satisfaction with the
relationship. Its structured and group-based format
may make it particularly useful in counseling centers
and family mental health services. The results support
the application of this approach as a clinically relevant
intervention  for  strengthening  psychological
flexibility and promoting more constructive
participation in marital relationships.
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