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Introduction: The use of effective family therapy approaches, including Bowen
systemic therapy and Minuchin structural therapy, can play an important role in
improving couples’ relationships and enhancing marital quality of life. Therefore, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Bowen systemic therapy and
Minuchin structural therapy on marital commitment and communication patterns of
couples with conflict.

Methods: This semi-experimental study with a pre-test-post-test design, with a
control group and one-month follow-up, was conducted. The statistical population
included all conflicted couples referring to counseling centers (Dr. Hokmabadi,
Lifestyle, Farhikhtegan, Rah-e Sabz, Rasa) in Mashhad during summer (July to
September 2024). Using convenience sampling, 18 couples were selected and
randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (12 participants
per group). Data were collected using the Adams and Jones (1997) Marital
Commitment Questionnaire and the Christensen and Sullaway (1984)
Communication Patterns Questionnaire. Bowen systemic therapy (1978)
intervention was conducted in 8 two-hour sessions, and Minuchin structural therapy
intervention was conducted in 9 weekly two-hour sessions. To examine between-
group differences, multivariate repeated-measures analysis of variance was used.
Results: Results showed that Bowen systemic therapy and Minuchin structural
therapy were effective on marital commitment and communication patterns in
conflicted couples. Also, no significant difference was observed between the
effectiveness of Bowen systemic therapy and Minuchin structural therapy on marital
commitment, while a significant difference was found in communication patterns of
conflicted couples regarding demand/withdraw and mutual avoidance patterns.
Conclusion: Overall, findings indicated that family therapy interventions based on
systemic and structural approaches can, by improving family interactions, increasing
couples’ awareness of dysfunctional communication patterns, strengthening
responsibility and mutual commitment, and enhancing communication skills, play an
important role in reducing marital problems and improving the quality of couples’
relationships.
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Introduction

Marital conflicts are among the most significant challenges in the field of family psychology and mental health, as they
can profoundly affect individual well-being, family stability, and the overall quality of marital life. In recent years,
increasing attention has been paid to the role of emotional and communication factors in the emergence and persistence
of marital conflicts. Among these factors, marital commitment and communication patterns are considered two
fundamental components in either maintaining or undermining marital relationships. Marital commitment reflects the
degree of dedication, responsibility, and willingness of partners to sustain their relationship, whereas communication
patterns represent the ways couples interact, solve problems, and manage conflicts. Family therapy approaches,
particularly systemic models, have gained considerable importance due to their focus on relational processes, interactional
patterns, and family structure. Among these approaches, Bowen’s systemic theory and Minuchin’s structural family
therapy are two of the most influential and widely applied models. Bowen’s systemic therapy emphasizes concepts such
as differentiation of self, reduction of multigenerational anxiety, emotional detachment from dysfunctional family
processes, and the management of triangulation. Through these mechanisms, this approach helps couples separate
emotional reactivity from rational thinking, thereby promoting emotional stability and improving relationship quality. In
contrast, Minuchin’s structural family therapy focuses on the organization of the family system, boundaries between
subsystems, hierarchy of power, and dysfunctional interactional patterns. This approach intervenes directly in live family
interactions and seeks to restructure dysfunctional relational patterns by strengthening boundaries, clarifying roles, and
correcting hierarchical imbalances. In other words, while Bowen’s approach primarily targets internal and
intergenerational emotional processes, Minuchin’s model emphasizes external, structural, and interactional change within
the family system. Given these theoretical and practical differences, a comparative evaluation of the effectiveness of these
two approaches can provide valuable insights into their relative contributions to improving marital commitment and
communication patterns. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Bowen’s systemic therapy
and Minuchin’s structural therapy on marital commitment and communication patterns among couples experiencing
conflict, in order to determine whether one approach is superior or whether both are equally effective in enhancing marital
functioning.

Methods

This semi-experimental study with a pre-test—post-test design, with a control group and one-month follow-up, was
conducted. The statistical population included all conflicted couples referring to counseling centers (Dr. Hokmabadi,
Lifestyle, Farhikhtegan, Rah-e Sabz, Rasa) in Mashhad during summer (July to September 2024). Using convenience
sampling, 18 couples were selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (12
participants per group). Data were collected using the Adams and Jones (1997) Marital Commitment Questionnaire and
the Christensen and Sullaway (1984) Communication Patterns Questionnaire. Bowen systemic therapy (1978)
intervention was conducted in 8 two-hour sessions, and Minuchin structural therapy intervention was conducted in 9
weekly two-hour sessions. To examine between-group differences, multivariate repeated-measures analysis of variance
was used.

Results

Results showed that Bowen systemic therapy and Minuchin structural therapy were effective on marital commitment and
communication patterns in conflicted couples. Also, no significant difference was observed between the effectiveness of
Bowen systemic therapy and Minuchin structural therapy on marital commitment, while a significant difference was
found in communication patterns of conflicted couples regarding demand/withdraw and mutual avoidance patterns.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicated that both Bowen’s systemic therapy and Minuchin’s structural therapy are
effective in improving marital commitment and communication patterns among couples experiencing conflict. This
suggests that family therapy interventions grounded in systemic frameworks, despite differences in theoretical orientation
and therapeutic techniques, can ultimately contribute to enhancing the quality of marital relationships. Bowen’s systemic
therapy enhances marital functioning through increasing differentiation of self, reducing emotional reactivity, managing
chronic anxiety, and minimizing triangulation within family systems. These intrapsychic and interpersonal changes enable
couples to respond more rationally and less impulsively in conflict situations, thereby strengthening emotional stability
and increasing marital commitment. Furthermore, improved emotional regulation and reduced intergenerational
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emotional pressures contribute significantly to healthier communication patterns. On the other hand, Minuchin’s structural
therapy directly targets the family organization by restructuring boundaries, correcting hierarchical imbalances, and
modifying dysfunctional interactional sequences. By creating clearer roles, eliminating dysfunctional coalitions, and
promoting healthier interactions, this approach facilitates more adaptive communication patterns among couples.
Consequently, improvements in everyday interactions and relational clarity indirectly enhance marital commitment. The
absence of a significant difference between the two approaches in improving marital commitment suggests that
commitment is a multidimensional construct influenced by emotional, cognitive, structural, and cultural factors. Both
therapeutic models, although different in mechanisms, appear to strengthen commitment through distinct yet
complementary pathways. However, differences observed in communication patterns indicate that therapeutic approaches
may have varying levels of effectiveness depending on the specific dimension of marital functioning being addressed. In
general, the results suggest that both Bowen and Minuchin approaches are effective therapeutic tools for improving
marital relationships. The choice between these interventions may depend on the nature of the problem, couple
characteristics, and cultural context. Moreover, an integrative application of both models may yield even greater
therapeutic benefits in certain cases. These findings can provide valuable guidance for family therapists and counselors
in selecting appropriate intervention strategies and designing more effective treatment programs for couples experiencing
conflict.
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