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Objective: This study aimed to develop and validate a scale for measuring marital
conflicts using a mixed-method approach.

Method:

First, theoretical foundations of family studies and existing conflict measurement scales
were reviewed. Then, 20 couples seeking divorce and those referred to counseling centers
participated in three focus groups, and in-depth interviews were conducted with six family
counselors. Based on the collected information, a questionnaire was developed with three
main dimensions: conflict subjects, positive conflict resolution strategies, and negative
conflict resolution strategies. The questionnaire was administered to 421 married men and
women in Shiraz, selected through cluster random sampling.

Results: Factor analysis confirmed the construct validity of the questionnaire, identifying
six categories of conflict subjects (1. differences, family roles, and spousal relationships;
2. financial incapability; 3. connection to the family of origin; 4. behavioral and
personality problems; 5. unrealistic expectations of marriage; and 6. children-related
issues), explaining 41.5% of the variance. Positive conflict resolution strategies (1.
individual and within-family resources; 2. seeking external resources) accounted for
49.27% of the variance, while negative strategies (1. direct aggression; 2. indirect
aggression; 3. disruptive behaviors) explained 44.59%. The correlations between the
questionnaire dimensions and measures of marital satisfaction and marital instability
supported its discriminant validity. Reliability coefficients were also within an acceptable
range (with coefficients ranging from .61 to .93.

Conclusions: Overall, the Marital Conflict Questionnaire demonstrated satisfactory
reliability and validity, making it a suitable tool for family-related research.
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Introduction

Multiple factors contribute to the emergence of such conflicts, which can be broadly
categorized. Internal factors include personality traits such as psychological issues, depression,
and low self-esteem that can intensify conflict. Attachment styles also play a critical role;
emotional closeness or distance can either aggravate or alleviate tensions. Differences in
educational background, religious beliefs, relationships with extended families, and broader
social contexts such as societal attitudes toward divorce also have significant impacts (Gaffal,
2010). Unrealistic expectations from a spouse and incorrect beliefs about marriage are other
predisposing elements. External stressors such as job dissatisfaction, economic pressures, and
long working hours directly contribute to marital disputes by increasing stress and emotional
fatigue, which may eventually erode marital harmony. For instance, work-related problems may
spill over into the home environment and reduce relationship quality (Gaffal, 2010).
Numerous studies have shown that the mere presence of conflict does not determine marital
quality, rather, how it is managed plays a more important role (Noller & Fitzpatrick, 1993;
Kurdek, 1994; Gottman & Driver, 2005). Couples who use constructive methods such as
negotiation, problem-solving, and counseling are more successful than those who resort to
negative strategies like silence, withdrawal, or aggression (Birditt, Brown, Orbuch & Mcllvane,
2010; Markman, Stanley & Blumberg, 2010). Various tools have been developed to assess
marital conflict, but most only cover limited aspects. For instance, Barati and Sanaei’s
questionnaire (Sanaei, 2000) mainly assesses conflict outcomes, while Straus’s Conflict Tactics
Scale (Straus, Hamby, Boney-McCoy & Sugarman, 1996) focuses on verbal aggression and
psychological or physical violence. Kurdek’s instrument (1994) evaluates conflict resolution
styles, and Kerig’s (1996) scale measures the impact of conflict on children. Because these
instruments emphasize only one dimension, they fail to provide a comprehensive assessment.
Moreover, many are not culturally adapted for Iranian society and were developed in the 1990s,
not accounting for recent social and technological changes such as the influence of social media
that have transformed the nature of marital conflicts.

To address these gaps, the present study aimed to develop and validate a comprehensive,
culturally relevant instrument that simultaneously assesses conflict topics and coping strategies.
Drawing on prior research and incorporating Iran’s socio-cultural context, the study utilized
qualitative interviews with couples and counselors to better understand the nature of marital
conflict. This multidimensional evaluation not only identifies issues more accurately but also
plays a critical role in preventing severe damage to family structures and allows family
counselors to deliver more targeted and effective interventions.

Method
This research employed an exploratory design, which is a mixed-methods approach typically

used for defining new variables or developing instruments (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The
study began with a qualitative phase followed by quantitative validation. In the qualitative
phase, 20 couples experiencing severe marital conflict, who had sought divorce or counseling,
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were selected using purposive sampling. They participated in three focus groups and were
interviewed semi-structurally. Additionally, 6 experienced family counselors (with at least five
years of relevant professional experience and academic credentials) were selected through
convenience sampling and interviewed in-depth. Only couples who reported significant marital
discord were included, while those with disagreements but overall satisfaction were excluded.
In the quantitative phase, the questionnaire, designed based on qualitative findings, was first
piloted on 45 individuals and revised accordingly. In the main phase, 421 married men and
women from Shiraz were selected using cluster random sampling. Alongside the researcher-
made questionnaire, the Marital Instability Index (Edwards, Johnson & Booth, 1987) and the
ENRICH Marital Satisfaction Questionnaire (Fowers & Olson, 1989) were used to assess
convergent and divergent validity. The instability index has 22 items and an internal consistency
above .93, while ENRICH contains 35 items across four dimensions and has acceptable alpha
coefficients for its subscales.

Data analysis was conducted in two phases. In the qualitative part, interviews were transcribed,
and thematic content analysis was performed to extract concepts used in item generation. In the
quantitative part, reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha and test-retest methods, and
construct validity was assessed using exploratory factor analysis. The questionnaire's
correlation with marital instability (positive) and marital satisfaction (negative) was also
evaluated to assess convergent and divergent validity.

Results
The study analyzed both qualitative and quantitative findings on marital conflict. Initially, data

were collected from theoretical sources, focus group interviews, and expert consultations. This
led to the identification of 13 main categories related to marital conflict, including individual
factors, personality differences, emotional styles, financial and occupational issues,
relationships with extended families, and other environmental and social factors. Repetitive or
synonymous items were merged, and the final set of themes was categorized into broader areas
such as personality differences, family roles, behavioral and emotional problems, financial
inadequacy, in-law relationships, irrational financial expectations, and child-related issues.

In the quantitative phase, a questionnaire was developed with 64 items for conflict topics, 23
items for positive coping strategies, and 31 items for negative coping strategies. Respondents
rated conflict intensity over the past year on a 0-5 Likert scale. Exploratory factor analysis
revealed six main factors for conflict topics (individual differences, financial inadequacy, in-
law relationships, behavioral/personality problems, irrational financial expectations, and child-
related issues), which explained over 41% of total variance. Positive coping strategies were
grouped into two categories: "individual and intra-family resources” and "external support
seeking," jointly explaining around 49% of variance. Negative coping strategies fell into three
factors -"indirect aggression,"” "direct aggression,” and "destructive behaviors"- accounting for
44% of variance.These findings indicate that marital conflict is a complex, multidimensional
phenomenon shaped by psychological, behavioral, financial, and social factors. Furthermore,
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the way couples handle conflict, whether through constructive or destructive strategies, greatly
influences the quality and longevity of their marital relationship.

Conclusions
The present study confirmed that the Marital Conflict Questionnaire has a suitable factorial

structure and can effectively measure various dimensions of conflict among Iranian families.
Factor analysis indicated that a six-factor structure for conflict issues best explains the
questionnaire's content. These factors, individual differences, family roles and spousal
interactions, financial challenges, in-law relationships, behavioral/ personality problems,
irrational economic expectations, and child-related issues, explained approximately 41.5% of
the total variance. The largest variance share (14.93%) belonged to the first factor, individual
differences and family roles, highlighting its centrality in marital conflicts. The total score in
this section can serve as an index of overall conflict intensity, showing strong correlations with
marital satisfaction (negative) and marital instability (positive), thus supporting its convergent
validity.

According to Wile (1979), marital conflicts stem from individual, familial, structural, and
communicational factors, a view supported by the current study. Amato and Rogers (1997), in
a longitudinal study, identified infertility, financial hardship, and irritability as predictors of
divorce. Similarly, Papp, Cummings, and Goeke-Morey (2009) highlighted issues like daily
habits, finances, children, and commitment as conflict triggers.

Regarding positive coping strategies, factor analysis revealed two components: internal
resources (e.g., emotional regulation, respectful communication, cooperation) and external
support (e.g., consulting with family or professionals). Internal strategies correlated with higher
marital satisfaction and lower instability, consistent with Heitler’s (2014) collaborative conflict-
resolution approach. Interestingly, seeking external support was negatively related to marital
satisfaction and positively related to instability, suggesting that such strategies are often
employed reactively during crises rather than proactively. This aligns with findings from
Gutierrez et al. (2007) and Carver, Scheier, & Weintraub (1989), who argued that social
support-seeking, while theoretically adaptive, is typically activated in response to acute stress.
For negative coping strategies, three factors were identified: indirect aggression, direct
aggression, and destructive behaviors. These accounted for 44.59% of the variance. Indirect
aggression included withdrawal, leaving home, and refusal to cooperate; direct aggression
involved criticism and verbal abuse; destructive behaviors included substance use, extramarital
affairs, or sexual aggression. All three factors negatively correlated with marital satisfaction
and positively with instability. These findings align with Heitler’s (2014) argument that
dominance, control, and avoidance are ineffective and harmful. Similarly, Infante, Trebing,
Sheperd, and Seeds (1984) found that lacking proper communication skills leads to emotional
outbursts and personal attacks rather than constructive dialogue.

In summary, the Marital Conflict Questionnaire developed in this study demonstrates strong
validity and reliability. Its culturally sensitive design makes it a valuable screening tool for
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family counselors to identify common conflict themes in couples. Its ability to distinguish
between stable couples and those at risk of divorce enhances its clinical relevance.
One study limitation was the inability to collect concurrent data from both partners in most
cases, which prevented analysis of gender-based differences in conflict resolution strategies.
This limitation arose from the unwillingness of some participants or the absence of one partner
during counseling or research sessions. Often, only women were willing to participate. Future
studies should include both partners to better assess gender differences.
It is recommended that future research validate this tool by comparing divorcing and non-
divorcing couples. Further analyses exploring the mediating role of conflict intensity between
coping strategies and family outcomes (e.g., satisfaction, mental health, child relationships)
would deepen understanding of marital conflict dynamics.
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1. Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO)
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