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Objective: The present study aimed to develop and validate a psycho-educational package
of marital skills based on eclecticism, in order to improve communication patterns and
conflict resolution styles of conflicting couples.

Method: The present study was a mixed-methodology (quantitative-qualitative) study. In
the qualitative part, the Delphi method was used, and the population in this part included
all experts in the field of marriage and family counseling, 30 of whom were selected
by the judgmental sampling to enter the study. The quantitative part of the study was
conducted using a quasi-experimental method with a pretest-posttest design with a control
group and a two-month follow-up phase. The population in this part included all couples
referring to Zanjan counseling centers, 50 couples with high scores on Christensen &
Sullaway's (1984) Communication Patterns Questionnaire and Rahim's (1983) Conflict
Resolution styles Questionnaire were selected by the convenient sampling, and randomly
assigned to two groups of 25 people (experimental group and control group), and the
experimental group was trained in eight two-hour sessions based on the instructions of the
developed psycho-educational package. The data were analyzed qualitatively using the
Kendall coefficient of agreement and quantitatively using the analysis of covariance test.
Results:The qualitative findings showed that the developed psycho-educational package
had good content validity and the expert working group reached a final and strong
agreement in the fourth Delphi round. In the quantitative section, the findings showed
that the developed package was able to improve the communication patterns and conflict
resolution styles of conflicting couples in the experimental group compared to the control
group (P<0.05). This difference was also significant in the two-month follow-up phase.
Conclusions: The results of the study showed that a psycho-educational package of marital
skills based on an eclectic approach can be effective in improving communication patterns
and conflict resolution styles of conflicting couples.
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Introduction

Marriage is a legal, moral, and physical union between a man and a woman in a social life
for the purpose of establishing a family and forms a relationship that has a unique position
compared to other human relationships. Having a satisfying marriage is consistently associated
with overall life satisfaction (Kim & Jung, 2024). In marriages with low marital conflict,
couples have the ability to resolve marital conflicts in an effective manner (Mahmoud al-Hassan
& Abouzar, 2024; Bahar al-Din & Nouriniah, 2024). In contrast, the prevalence of marital
conflicts for the mental health of couples and children is an important issue in contemporary
families. Marital conflicts are defined as an obvious confrontation between couples in the field
of different interests, opinions, and perspectives that leads to disagreements and communication
problems (Henson et al., 2024). One of the important problems of conflicting couples is the
defect in communication patterns and the unconstructiveness of conflict resolution styles
(Salimi et al., 2024).

Effective communication is the core of marital satisfaction (Omoboyeh et al., 2024). Healthy
communication patterns can lead to compatibility, mutual understanding, and empathy between
couples, while unhealthy communication patterns reduce marital compatibility (Salimi et al.,
2024). Christensen and Schenk (1991, cited in Abdi Zarin & Sanei Taheri, 2020) have divided
couples' communication patterns into three categories: mutually constructive communication
pattern, mutually avoidant communication pattern, and withdrawal/expectation communication
pattern. Conflict resolution styles are also behaviors shown by couples in critical situations
(Sadeghkhani et al., 2024). In 1983, Rahim divided conflict resolution styles into five styles:
integrated, obliging, domineering, avoidant, and conciliatory (Haghighi et al., 2012). Therefore,
it seems essential to improve couples' relationships by the education of marital skills and using
psycho-educational programs. Given the limitations of interventions that are based solely on a
specific approach, an eclectic approach allows for the use of effective methods from different
approaches. Accordingly, the present study aimed to develop and validate a psycho-educational
package of marital skills based on an eclectic approach and determine its effectiveness in

improving communication patterns and conflict resolution styles of conflicting couples.

Method

The present study was conducted using a mixed method. In the qualitative section, content
analysis was used to select the content of the educational package, and the Delphi method was
used to determine validity. In the first stage, scientific articles related to the research topic and
problem from 2020 to 2024 (Latin and Persian articles) were reviewed in scientific databases on
the Internet. After reviewing the studies, the approaches that had the most confirmation in the
research were selected and techniques and skills that matched them were extracted for training

conflicting couples, and duplicates and similar items were removed. Finally, the extracted
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content was organized in the form of an eight-session manual, with 120-minute sessions.

To examine the validity of the package, 30 experts in the field of marriage and family
counseling participated in the Delphi expert working group by the judgmental sampling.
Data were collected and analyzed during four Delphi rounds. In the fourth stage, the Kendall
coefficient of agreement (W) was 0.894, indicating very good agreement. The CVI coefficient
was 0.85 and the CVR was 0.60, confirming the closed content validity.

In the quantitative part, the research was conducted using a quasi-experimental method with a
pretest-posttest design, with a control group and a two-month follow-up phase. The population
included couples referring to Zanjan counseling centers. Among them, 50 couples who had
low scores on the mutually constructive communication pattern subscale of Christensen
& Sullaway's (1984) Communication Patterns Questionnaire and high scores on the mutual
avoidance and withdrawal/expectation subscales, and also had high scores on the unconstructive
conflict resolution strategies of Rahim's (1983) Conflict Resolution Styles Questionnaire, were
selected and randomly assigned to two groups of 25 people (experimental group and control
group). The experimental group received eight two-hour training sessions of the developed
package, while the control group did not receive training. The data were analyzed with paired
t-test and analysis of covariance.

The content of the training package consisted of eight sessions. The first session was dedicated
to the introduction, generalities, and concept of communication patterns. In the third to fifth
sessions, McMaster, Gottman, and Satir approaches were used to improve communication
patterns, respectively. The sixth session was dedicated to marital conflict and conflict resolution
styles. In the seventh session, solution-focused couple therapy was used to improve conflict
resolution styles, and in the eighth session, dialectical behavior therapy was used, and skills such
as emotion regulation, self-awareness, cognitive reappraisal, mindfulness, and interpersonal

communication skills were taught.

Results

The results showed that before the intervention, both groups had an unfavorable situation in
the mutually constructive communication pattern and their mutual avoidance and withdrawal/
expectation patterns were high. After implementing the training package, the mutually
constructive communication pattern improved in the experimental group and the mutual
avoidance and withdrawal/expectation patterns decreased; these changes remained stable in the
two-month follow-up phase, while no such change was observed in the control group. Also, in
conflict resolution styles, the experimental group showed an increase in constructive styles and
a decrease in unconstructive styles after the training, and this situation was maintained in the
two-month follow-up phase.

The paired t-test showed that the difference between the pre-test and post-test means was

significant in all three communication patterns and that the developed package had a significant
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effect on improving the communication patterns of the experimental group. In addition, the
difference between the pre-test and post-test means was significant in all five conflict resolution
styles. The results of the analysis of covariance also showed that after controlling for the pre-
test effect, there was a significant difference between the experimental and control groups in
the mutually constructive, mutually avoidant, and withdrawal/expectation communication
patterns. The intervention effect was reported to be 61% for the mutually constructive, 95% for
the mutually avoidant, and 97% for the withdrawal/expectation communication patterns. This
effect was also stable in the follow-up phase.

In conflict resolution styles, a significant difference was also observed between the two groups
in the integrated, conciliatory, obliging, avoidant, and domineering styles. The intervention
effect was 92% for the integrated style, 95% for the conciliatory, 93% for the obliging, 94% for
the avoidant, and 97% for the domineering. These differences remained stable in the follow-up
phase, indicating that the developed package was able to create a significant and stable effect on

the conflicting couples of the experimental group for at least two months.

Conclusions

The research findings showed that the developed package has good content validity and
the expert group reached a strong agreement about it in the Delphi method. Also, the eight-
session training of this package was able to improve the mutually constructive communication
pattern of conflicting couples, reduce the communication patterns of mutual avoidance and
withdrawal/expectation, and change the unconstructive conflict resolution styles to constructive
styles. In general, based on the research findings, the psycho-educational package of marital
skills based on an eclectic approach is effective in improving the communication patterns and
conflict resolution styles of conflicting couples. However, the voluntary entry of couples and
the implementation of the research in the Zanjan community were limitations of the study, and

caution should be exercised in generalizing the results to other communities.
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