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Abstract

Objective: This study aimed to explain the psychological mechanisms underlying conflicts between the
family of origin and in-laws and to identify their effects on couple boundaries, relational autonomy, and
the formation of a shared couple identity.

Methods and Materials: This qualitative study was conducted using thematic analysis. The participants
consisted of 24 married individuals living in Tehran, including 12 women and 12 men, selected through
purposive sampling with maximum variation in age, length of marriage, parental status, and experience
of conflict with in-laws. Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews. Interviews
lasted between 45 and 80 minutes. Sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached in the
twenty-second interview, and two additional interviews were conducted to confirm the adequacy of the
data. After full transcription, the interviews were analyzed using NVivo software through initial coding,
code organization, extraction of subthemes, and development of main categories.

Findings: Data analysis led to the identification of four main categories: “unbounded interference of

29 ¢ 29 ¢

families of origin in couple decision-making,” “emotional triangulation and loyalty conflict,” “couples’
inability to negotiate and stabilize relational boundaries,” and “erosion of relational autonomy and
weakening of the ‘we-identity.””” The findings indicated that conflict between the family of origin and
in-laws is not merely an interpersonal disagreement, but is deeply connected to attachment patterns,
differentiation of self, family loyalties, relational anxiety, and the couple’s inability to define emotional,
financial, communicative, and decision-making boundaries. Participants reported that direct or indirect
family pressure placed them in a forced-choice position between spouse and family, leading to reduced
intimacy, secrecy, chronic conflict, and diminished decision-making autonomy.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the quality of couple boundary-setting plays a decisive role in
whether interfamily conflict becomes a marital crisis or is managed adaptively. Couples who are more
capable of shared dialogue, regulation of family loyalties, agreement on communication rules, and
protection of relational privacy are more likely to preserve autonomy and reduce the destructive effects
of family conflict. Couple therapy interventions should therefore address not only dyadic conflict but
also extended family networks, intergenerational boundaries, and triangulation processes.

Keywords: family of origin, in-laws, couple boundaries, relational autonomy, interfamily conflict,
triangulation, thematic analysis
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