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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of positive psychology intervention and
existential therapy on psychological flexibility, meaning in life, and family functioning among
conflicted couples. This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up phases alongside a control group. The statistical population consisted of
conflicted couples referring to counseling and psychological service centers in District 2 of
Tehran in 2026. Initially, 105 couples were screened using the Marital Conflict Questionnaire,
and 36 couples were randomly selected and assigned into two experimental groups and one
control group. The first experimental group received positive psychology intervention, while
the second group underwent existential therapy across ten 90-minute sessions. The control
group remained on a waiting list and received no intervention during the study period. Research
instruments included the Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Connor—Davidson Psychological
Flexibility Scale, Meaning in Life Questionnaire, and Epstein Family Functioning
Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using mixed analysis of variance and Bonferroni post hoc
tests. The findings demonstrated that both interventions significantly improved psychological
flexibility, meaning in life, and family functioning compared to the control group (p<0.01).
Regarding psychological flexibility, no significant difference was found between the two
intervention groups, indicating similar and stable effectiveness. However, existential therapy
showed significantly greater effectiveness than positive psychology intervention in improving
meaning in life and family functioning during post-test and follow-up phases. Bonferroni post
hoc analyses also confirmed the durability of treatment effects at the three-month follow-up
stage. The results suggest that both positive psychology intervention and existential therapy
are effective in reducing the psychological consequences of marital conflict. Nevertheless,
existential therapy, through emphasizing responsibility, meaning-making, and conscious
confrontation with existential concerns, produced deeper and more sustainable effects on
meaning in life and family functioning. Therefore, existential therapy may serve as a highly
effective approach in couple therapy interventions aimed at improving marital relationships
and family well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marital life is one of the most important interpersonal contexts influencing psychological well-being,
emotional security, and family stability. Although marital relationships can provide emotional support,
intimacy, and personal growth, unresolved marital conflicts may gradually weaken relationship quality and
negatively affect both individual and family functioning. Chronic marital conflict is associated with emotional
exhaustion, reduced intimacy, impaired communication patterns, dissatisfaction with family functioning, and
increased risk of separation and psychological distress (Tasew & Getahun, 2021). However, some studies
suggest that conflict itself is not necessarily destructive and that couples with higher relational resilience and
adaptive coping abilities may transform conflicts into opportunities for growth and relational reconstruction
(Kaygas & Ozbay, 2023). Therefore, the quality of psychological resources and coping strategies plays a
decisive role in determining whether marital conflict leads to relationship deterioration or constructive
adaptation.

Among the important psychological variables associated with marital adjustment, psychological flexibility has
gained substantial attention in recent years. Psychological flexibility refers to the ability to remain in contact
with difficult emotional experiences while maintaining adaptive and value-based behaviors (Malo et al.,
2024). Individuals with higher flexibility are better able to regulate emotions, tolerate distress, and avoid rigid
cognitive and behavioral responses during stressful situations. In marital relationships, psychological
flexibility helps couples respond constructively to disagreements instead of engaging in avoidance, hostility,
or emotional reactivity. Research has shown that psychological flexibility and tolerance of frustration
significantly predict marital adjustment and relational stability (Alizadeh et al., 2024). Similarly, interventions
based on acceptance and relational awareness have been found effective in improving functional flexibility
and reducing marital conflict (Ghobadi & Goodarzi, 2022; Nikogoftar & Sangani, 2019). These findings
indicate that strengthening flexibility may reduce maladaptive interaction patterns and improve couples’ ability
to manage relational stressors.

Another important construct related to marital well-being is meaning in life. Meaning in life reflects
individuals’ sense of purpose, coherence, value, and direction in existence. In marital relationships, meaning
extends beyond individual purpose and includes shared values, mutual goals, and a common interpretation of
life experiences and hardships. Individuals who perceive their lives as meaningful generally demonstrate
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greater resilience and psychological adjustment during stressful situations (Colak et al., 2021). Positive family
and interpersonal relationships also contribute to meaning formation and emotional well-being (Arslan &
Yildirim, 2021). Meaning-centered approaches emphasize that psychological health cannot be reduced merely
to symptom reduction; rather, individuals require a sense of purpose and existential coherence to cope
effectively with suffering and uncertainty (Wong, 2023). Accordingly, couples who experience greater
meaning in their shared lives may show greater commitment, emotional stability, and resilience during
relational crises.

Family functioning is another critical domain affected by marital conflict. Healthy family functioning involves
effective communication, emotional involvement, problem solving, behavioral regulation, and balanced role
distribution among family members. Persistent marital conflict often disrupts these dimensions and weakens
the emotional climate of the family. Research based on the McMaster model has demonstrated that family
functioning is significantly associated with marital conflict and relational satisfaction (Rezaei et al., 2023).
Furthermore, studies indicate that parental psychosocial factors and family functioning strongly influence
family well-being and emotional adjustment (Gaspar et al., 2022). Therefore, interventions targeting marital
conflict may contribute not only to improved couple relationships but also to broader family system
functioning.

Positive psychology interventions have increasingly been used to improve relational quality and marital well-
being. Positive psychology focuses on strengths, gratitude, hope, forgiveness, positive emotions, and
constructive interpersonal experiences. Instead of focusing exclusively on pathology and conflict, this
approach aims to enhance couples’ emotional resources and relational capacities. Research has shown that
positive psychology interventions can improve relationship satisfaction, intimacy, and emotional connection
among couples (Antoine et al., 2020). Positive psychotherapy has also been found effective in enhancing
marital satisfaction, happiness, and love styles among couples (Heydari & Saedi, 2020). In addition, studies
have demonstrated that positive psychotherapy can increase meaning in life, cognitive flexibility, and life
satisfaction while reducing psychological distress (Khourani et al., 2021). Comparative studies have further
shown that positive psychotherapy and acceptance-based approaches improve cognitive flexibility, distress
tolerance, and personal strengths (Khorasani, 2024; Khorasani et al., 2023). These findings suggest that
positive psychology interventions may help conflicted couples improve emotional functioning and relationship
quality by strengthening positive psychological resources.

Existential therapy represents another important therapeutic approach relevant to marital conflicts. Existential
therapy focuses on human concerns such as freedom, responsibility, meaning, loneliness, mortality, and
authenticity. Rather than avoiding existential anxieties, this approach encourages individuals to confront them
consciously and constructively (van Deurzen & Adams, 2023). Existential therapists help clients understand
their lived experiences, take responsibility for choices, and develop more authentic ways of relating to
themselves and others. Empirical evidence suggests that existential therapies can improve emotional well-
being, meaning in life, and relational functioning (Vos, 2023). Existential issues are increasingly recognized
as central components of psychotherapy and psychological growth (Schnipke & MacKay, 2023). Recent
theoretical developments have also emphasized the integration of existential philosophy with process-based
therapeutic models (Menzies & Menzies, 2024).

Research findings support the effectiveness of existential interventions in relational and family contexts.
Existential therapy has been shown to reduce stress and increase family cohesion among women with addicted
spouses (Daradkah & Jaradat, 2021). Group existential therapy has also improved intimacy and marital
satisfaction among depressed married women (Mazarei Sotoudeh et al., 2022). Furthermore, existential
therapy significantly enhanced marital forgiveness and family functioning among women affected by marital
infidelity (Rezapour Mirsaleh et al., 2020). Recent studies additionally indicate that familiarity with
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existential concerns can improve meaning in life and emotional self-regulation among women on the verge of
divorce (Toghraei et al., 2025). These findings suggest that existential interventions may address deeper
relational and emotional dimensions underlying marital conflict.

Although previous studies have separately examined the effectiveness of positive psychology and existential
therapy, limited research has directly compared these approaches regarding psychological flexibility, meaning
in life, and family functioning among conflicted couples. Positive psychology primarily emphasizes strengths,
hope, gratitude, and positive emotions, whereas existential therapy focuses on meaning-making, responsibility,
authenticity, and confrontation with existential realities. Consequently, comparing these interventions may
clarify their relative effectiveness in improving psychological and relational outcomes among conflicted
couples. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of positive psychology intervention
and existential therapy on psychological flexibility, meaning in life, and family functioning among conflicted
couples.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages
alongside a control group. The statistical population consisted of conflicted couples referring to counseling
and psychological service centers in District 2 of Tehran during 2026. Initially, 105 couples volunteered to
participate and completed the Marital Conflict Questionnaire. Among them, 85 couples obtained scores
between 126 and 210, indicating clinically significant marital conflict. Based on inclusion and exclusion
criteria, 36 couples were randomly selected and assigned into two experimental groups and one control group,
with 12 couples in each group.

The inclusion criteria included age between 20 and 55 years, at least two years of marital life, clinically
significant marital conflict, absence of severe psychological disorders, absence of serious medical illnesses,
minimum literacy at diploma level, and informed consent for participation. Exclusion criteria included absence
from more than two sessions, incomplete questionnaires, participation in similar psychological interventions,
and use of psychiatric medication after the beginning of intervention.

The first experimental group received positive psychology intervention based on the protocol of Rashid and
Seligman across ten 90-minute sessions over three months. The intervention focused on positive thinking,
identification of strengths, gratitude, forgiveness, meaningful life experiences, constructive communication,
savoring positive experiences, and increasing positive emotions. The second experimental group received
existential therapy based on the protocol of van Deurzen and Adams in ten 90-minute sessions over three
months. This intervention emphasized existential awareness, responsibility, freedom, self-awareness,
meaning-making, mortality awareness, loneliness, forgiveness, and authentic communication. The control
group remained on a waiting list and received no intervention during the study period.

Data were collected using the Marital Conflict Questionnaire, Connor—Davidson Psychological Flexibility
Scale, Meaning in Life Questionnaire, and Epstein Family Functioning Questionnaire. Assessments were
conducted at pre-test, post-test, and three-month follow-up stages. Data analysis included descriptive statistics,
mixed analysis of variance, and Bonferroni post hoc tests.

Findings

The findings demonstrated significant differences between the experimental groups and the control group
across psychological flexibility, meaning in life, and family functioning. Both positive psychology intervention
and existential therapy significantly improved psychological flexibility compared to the control group at post-
test and follow-up stages. The interaction effect of time and group was statistically significant, indicating that
the interventions produced stable improvements over time.

Regarding meaning in life, both interventions significantly increased participants’ scores compared to the
control group. However, existential therapy produced greater improvement than positive psychology
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intervention during both post-test and follow-up phases. Bonferroni analyses indicated that the existential
therapy group achieved significantly higher levels of meaning in life than the positive psychology group.
Similarly, family functioning significantly improved in both intervention groups compared to the control
group. Nevertheless, existential therapy demonstrated stronger and more stable effects on family functioning
during the post-test and follow-up stages. Improvements included better emotional communication, problem-
solving capacity, role performance, and overall relational functioning within the family system.

The follow-up results suggested that the therapeutic gains remained relatively stable after three months,
indicating the persistence of intervention effects over time.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of the present study demonstrated that both positive psychology intervention and existential therapy
effectively improved psychological flexibility, meaning in life, and family functioning among conflicted
couples. These findings suggest that both approaches can reduce the psychological and relational consequences
of chronic marital conflict by enhancing adaptive coping capacities and relational awareness.

The effectiveness of both interventions on psychological flexibility may be explained by their shared emphasis
on increasing awareness, reducing rigid emotional reactions, and promoting adaptive responses to stressful
situations. Positive psychology intervention likely improved flexibility by strengthening optimism, gratitude,
emotional regulation, and constructive communication patterns. Existential therapy, on the other hand, may
have enhanced flexibility by helping individuals confront existential anxieties, accept emotional experiences,
and assume responsibility for relational choices.

The greater effectiveness of existential therapy on meaning in life appears theoretically consistent with the
existential emphasis on purpose, authenticity, freedom, and meaning-making. Existential therapy encourages
individuals to confront suffering, uncertainty, and existential concerns directly, thereby facilitating deeper
psychological transformation and meaning reconstruction. Positive psychology also improved meaning in life
through enhancing positive emotions, hope, and appreciation of personal strengths; however, existential
therapy addressed deeper existential dimensions that may have produced stronger and more enduring effects.
The superior effectiveness of existential therapy on family functioning may similarly be attributed to its focus
on authentic dialogue, emotional responsibility, self-awareness, and relational meaning. By encouraging
couples to engage more honestly with themselves and each other, existential therapy may facilitate more
profound changes in communication patterns and emotional interaction within the family system.

Overall, the findings indicate that both interventions are valuable for conflicted couples, although existential
therapy may be particularly beneficial when marital conflict is associated with deeper issues related to
meaning, identity, emotional disconnection, and existential distress. Positive psychology interventions appear
especially useful for strengthening positive emotional experiences, relational strengths, and adaptive
communication. Therefore, integrating existential and positive psychology approaches may provide a
comprehensive framework for improving marital relationships and family well-being among conflicted
couples.
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