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Background: The study emphasizes the value of integrating psychological and spiritual dimensions in understanding relational harmony. The aim of this research was to investigate the role of gratitude and conflict resolution styles as mediators between religious faith and romantic love.

Methods: A structural equation model was performed with data from married males and females from Romania (N = 226, Mage = 40.67, SDage = 11.76). Established measurement tools assessed key variables, while the model's validity was evaluated through multiple statistical benchmarks (e.g., fit indices), allowing a comprehensive assessment of pathways linking religious faith, gratitude, conflict resolution, and romantic love.

Results: Analyses indicated that religious faith strongly predicted gratitude. Gratitude, in turn, had a favorable impact on cooperative conflict-resolution behaviors, which were closely linked to strengthened romantic love. The model exhibited strong validity.

Conclusions: The findings underscore the central role of intrinsic spiritual values and gratitude in fostering effective conflict management and enriching romantic love. These insights highlight potential applications in therapeutic settings and relationship-building programs, suggesting that fostering these personal qualities could enhance partnership satisfaction.
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1 Introduction

In a world where inner convictions shape our daily lives, religious faith represents a vital foundation that not only nurtures a sense of purpose but also cultivates personal gratitude. Drawing on the rich tapestry of religious practice—from prayer and worship to the internalization of spiritual values—research has frequently demonstrated that individuals with a deep, intrinsic commitment to their faith experience heightened gratitude and manifest positive outcomes (Emmons and Kneezel, 2005; Krause, 2009; Bahnaru et al., 2019).

From a theoretical perspective, Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) integrated with Relational Capital Theory (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998) explains the association between religious faith and interpersonal relationships. Religious faith provides individuals with “spiritual capital” (psychological, emotional, and moral resources), helping them more frequently experience positive emotions such as gratitude. This, in turn, facilitates the adoption of constructive conflict resolution styles. These constructive styles improve stability and satisfaction in romantic love by strengthening attachment and enhancing the quality of interpersonal interactions. In essence, the process is: Religious Faith → enhances → Gratitude → promotes → Constructive Conflict Resolution Styles → supports → Stable and Satisfying Romantic Love (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2010; Kale et al., 2000). This perspective has been relatively understudied empirically, although studies generally have demonstrated that personality traits and individual choices influence interpersonal relationships. The present research aimed at investigating how religious faith influences sequentially gratitude, conflict resolution, and romantic love.


1.1 Religious faith and gratitude

Research has often shown that religious faith is associated with higher levels of personal gratitude. Generally, religious people are more grateful (Sandage et al., 2011), although there were less studies on the effect of faith on gratitude as more often studies investigated the effect of gratitude on wellbeing (Kraus et al., 2015). A study found that individuals with a strong internalized religious orientation—who are more likely to view their life's blessings as gifts from a benevolent God—tend to report higher levels of gratitude (Emmons and Kneezel, 2005). Similarly, religious practices such as prayer and participation in worship are linked with enhanced feelings of thankfulness (Krause, 2009).

However, the strength of this relationship seems not to be uniform across all studies or populations. Some investigations have reported non-significant associations under certain conditions. For instance, in samples where religious involvement is primarily extrinsic (i.e., engaged for social or utilitarian reasons rather than internal conviction), the correlation between religious faith and personal gratitude is often weaker or non-significant (Huynh et al., 2024) Moreover, cross-cultural research has sometimes failed to replicate a strong positive link; for example, when comparing religious and non-religious individuals across different cultural contexts, some researchers have found that the predicted relationship does not reach significance, suggesting that the influence of religious faith on gratitude may be moderated by cultural factors or the way religious practice is conceptualized (Watkins et al., 2024). As a result, the following hypothesis was established: H1: “Religious faith will positively influence personal gratitude.”



1.2 Gratitude and conflict resolution styles in couple

Research indicates that gratitude interventions can foster more adaptive conflict-resolution strategies in interpersonal relationships. For example, one study on gratitude journaling in intimate dyadic relationships found that participants who engaged in daily gratitude writing reported an increased use of positive problem-solving techniques and a reduced reliance on withdrawal or aggressive responses during conflicts (Dizon, 2020).

In a study Algoe et al. (2010) investigated how everyday expressions of gratitude between partners can boost relationship quality. Although their primary focus was on romantic relationships, their findings suggest that the positive emotional experience associated with gratitude can help individuals reframe interpersonal challenges and engage in more constructive problem-solving during conflicts. Their research indicates that when people notice and express gratitude, they tend to experience more positive moods and interpersonal warmth, which can serve as a buffer against negative interactions and promote more adaptive conflict-resolution styles.

Another article (Algoe et al., 2010) indicates that everyday expressions of gratitude help couples feel more understood and valued. In qualitative interviews, participants described how noticing and expressing gratitude shifted their focus away from conflicts and toward cooperative problem solving. They reported that gratitude increased their empathy for one another and opened the lines of communication, thereby making it easier to adopt a “win–win” approach during disagreements.

Systematic reviews of gratitude interventions in workplace settings have revealed mixed results—while such interventions consistently reduce stress and depressive symptoms, their impact on specific conflict management behaviors appears inconsistent (Komase et al., 2021).

Moreover, contextual factors such as the type of relationship and cultural norms seem to moderate these effects; gratitude's positive influence on conflict resolution is generally more pronounced in intimate, emotionally connected relationships than in more formal or organizational environments. Fehr et al. (2017) developed a multilevel model of gratitude in the workplace and argued that the positive influence of gratitude on conflict resolution is generally attenuated in such formal settings, where the relational bonds are less intense. Together, these studies indicate that contextual factors such as the nature of the relationship and prevailing cultural norms moderate the effectiveness of gratitude on conflict resolution, with its benefits being most pronounced in intimate, emotionally connected relationships.

As a result, the following hypothesis was established: H2: “Personal gratitude will influence positive conflict resolution styles in couple.”



1.3 Conflict resolution styles in couple and romantic love

One line of research finds that couples who employ constructive conflict resolution strategies—such as collaboration, compromise, and positive problem solving—report greater intimacy, satisfaction, and overall romantic love. For instance, Gottman and Levenson (2000) found that couples with more adaptive conflict behaviors (e.g., mutual repair attempts and softer start-ups) not only experienced fewer destructive interactions but also reported stronger emotional bonds and higher levels of romantic love. Similarly, Abreu-Afonso et al. (2021) conducting a study assessing conflict communication patterns in couples, found that couples who engaged in positive, cooperative conflict resolution—characterized by open communication, mutual repair attempts, and collaborative problem solving—reported higher levels of satisfaction and deeper emotional connection over time. The authors concluded that when partners adopt constructive conflict resolution styles, it not only reduces negative affect during disagreements but also reinforces a secure, supportive bond that deepens romantic connection.

In contrast, some studies have challenged a straightforward association between conflict resolution styles and romantic love. For example, research by Kurdek (1994) found that conflict resolution styles may have a direct impact on romantic love but moderated by factors such as individual personality, cultural expectations, and relationship context. In some samples, no clear association was found between the use of particular conflict resolution styles (e.g., avoidance or compromise) and overall romantic love ratings, suggesting. Additionally, Simpson et al. (1992) reported that while secure attachment is linked to effective conflict resolution, the mere adoption of a particular conflict style does not automatically translate into higher levels of romantic love, indicating that other relational processes (such as forgiveness, empathy, and shared meaning) may also be critical.

As a result, we established the following hypothesis: H3: “Conflict resolution styles in couple will positively influence romantic love.”




2 Research methodology


2.1 The present study

Although scientific studies are not unanimously clear regarding the associations between these main variables, it was presumed that religious partners express more frequently gratitude and solve more positively their conflicts which strengthen their romantic relationship. Thus, the aim of the present study was to investigate the relationship between gratitude and positive conflict resolution styles as mediators between religious faith, and romantic love.

Based on theoretical grounds and prior empirical evidence, the hypothesized relationships in this model are assumed to operate through a fully mediated pathway. Therefore, direct effects between non-adjacent constructs (e.g., faith to conflict resolution or faith to romantic love) were excluded to test the sequential and cumulative influence of each construct. Removing direct effects supports a more parsimonious model structure, minimizing unnecessary complexity while maintaining theoretical coherence.

The model uses circles to represent latent variables, reflecting underlying constructs assessed via multiple subscales, for which direct observational data are not available. The choice was to represent these constructs as latent variables rather than creating a single observed variable from summed subscale scores because latent variables allow us to account explicitly for measurement error and capture the shared variance among multiple subscales. This approach provides a more accurate and reliable representation of the underlying psychological construct compared to simply using summed scores as observed variables.

Thus, the study had three hypotheses:

H1: Religious faith will positively influence personal gratitude.

H2: Personal gratitude will influence positive conflict resolution styles in couple.

H3: Conflict resolution styles in couple will positively influence romantic love.

They were tested using Structural Equation Modeling in AMOS IBM SPSS (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 The presumed model of the relationships between the main variables of the research.




2.2 Participants
 
2.2.1 Participants description

Participants consisted of married men and women who were not members of the same couple or family unit. The key characteristics of the participants are presented below (see Table 1). There were about 226 participants which according to some authors (Kline, 2023; Wolf et al., 2013) it is sufficient for SEM analysis.


TABLE 1 Key characteristics of the participants (N = 226).
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2.2.2 Participants access

The measures were put into Google Forms and the link was distributed based on the snowball method online. While the method ensured cultural alignment and trust, it likely introduced homogeneity (e.g., sampling devout, similar couples), and deepened insights into the reality studied. The post announced that the current research is seeking married respondents. As the measure was dedicated exclusively to married people there were no recorded declined invitations.



2.2.3 Participants inclusion and exclusion

The entry page of the Google Forms had several screening questions referring to the existence of serious mental or physical health conditions that could affect the study. In these cases, the respondents were denied filling up the form.




2.3 Measurements

The Santa Clara Strength of Religious Faith Questionnaire (SCSRFQ) was developed by Plante and Boccaccini (1997) and published in Pastoral Psychology. This instrument is designed to measure the strength of an individual's religious faith in a way that is not confined to any one religious tradition. The SCSRFQ uses a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” and comprises 10 items that form a unidimensional scale. A representative item is, “My religious faith is extremely important to me.” The questionnaire is intended for use across a variety of religious groups and has been applied in multiple contexts to explore the influence of faith on mental health and wellbeing. Recent investigations have included studies such as those by Sherman et al. (1999), which examined the link between religious faith and mental health in clinical samples, and Lewis et al. (2001), who conducted a confirmatory factor analysis to further validate the instrument's structure. In the present study was applied the Romanian version of the instrument. Alpha Cronbach for the scale was 0.957.

Sternberg's Triangular Theory of Love Scale (STLS) is grounded in Robert J. Sternberg's influential Triangular Theory of Love, which conceptualizes love as comprising three interrelated components: intimacy, passion, and commitment (Cassepp-Borges and Pasquali, 2012). First introduced in Sternberg's seminal 1986 article in Psychological Review, the STLS typically employs a 9-point Likert scale, where respondents rate items from “not at all” to “extremely.” The study used 12 items for each component. An example item addressing passion might be, “I feel a strong attraction for my partner.” The STLS is primarily used among individuals in romantic relationships to capture the multifaceted nature of love. Its widespread adoption in relationship research is evidenced by studies such as those by Sumter et al. (2013), which explored love dynamics in adolescent relationships, and by Acker and Davis (1992), who examined how different love styles impact overall relationship quality. The instrument was translated from English to Romanian following the scientific rigorous procedures. Alpha Cronbach for Friendship was 0.936, for passion was 0.954, and for commitment was 0.918.

The Gratitude Questionnaire – 6 (GQ-6) was developed by McCullough et al. (2002) first published in the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. This instrument is designed to measure dispositional gratitude by assessing four dimensions: frequency (how often gratitude is experienced), intensity (the strength of the feeling), span (the range of gratitude triggers), and density (the number of people or entities toward whom one feels grateful). The study used 4 items from the GQ-6, each rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree,” with two items reverse scored to control for response bias. An example item is, “I have so much in life to be thankful for.” Originally aimed at adults and adolescents, the scale has been successfully employed in diverse cultural settings. Recent studies, such as those by Disabato et al. (2017) and Boggiss et al. (2020), have confirmed the instrument's robust psychometric properties and have explored its relationship with mindfulness and overall psychological wellbeing. The instrument was translated from English to Romanian following the scientific rigorous procedures. Cronbach Alpha for the gratitude scale was 0.829.

The ROCI-II, Conflict Resolution Behavior in Romantic Relationships (Rahim, 1983) measures five distinct styles—Integrative, Dominating, Submissive, Avoiding, and Compromising—across 35 items (7 per subscale) rated on a 7-point Likert scale. An example item in English is: “I try to analyze a problem with my partner in order to find a solution acceptable to both of us.” The present study selected two subscales. The Integrative approach reflects a high concern for both one's own needs and the needs of others, while the Compromising approach involves a moderate concern for self and others. The two subscales were chosen for the present study as they keep an optimal balance between asking and receiving. The instrument was translated from English to Romanian following the scientific rigorous procedures. Cronbach Alpha for the integrative approach was 0.886, while for compromising approach 0.759.



2.4 Data collection methods

All questionnaires were written in Google Forms and thus data was collected online. Participants were selected based on accessibility. No reward was given to respondents. All data was collected voluntarily, and all participants could retreat from the study at any time, but this did not happen.



2.5 Data analysis techniques

The data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) in IBM SPSS AMOS software to test the hypothesized relationships between religious faith, gratitude, conflict resolution styles, and romantic love. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations were first computed in SPSS to examine baseline associations between variables, while AMOS facilitated the final SEM analysis, employing maximum likelihood estimation to ensure robust parameter estimates. Although AMOS refers to causal relationship diagram or to casual model of relationship, they are called “causal” as the software tests the directionality of the influence nor only the association.

Before the main analyses the data was imported into SPSS IBM 26. We analyzed the raw data, looked for atypical answers and find solutions like correcting or eliminating answers, we recoded data, sum up individual variables to form total scores and renamed variables.



2.6 Ethical considerations

The study adhered to stringent ethical guidelines to ensure participant rights and welfare. Prior to data collection, approval was obtained from an institutional review board, and all participants provided informed consent, clearly outlining the study's purpose, voluntary nature, and confidentiality protocols. Anonymity was preserved by de-identifying responses, and data were securely stored using encrypted digital platforms accessible only to the research team. Given the cultural sensitivity of discussing religious and relational dynamics in Romania's faith-oriented context, measures were taken to avoid coercive language and ensure participants felt no obligation to disclose personal beliefs or intimate details. Participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any stage without repercussions. These steps aligned with international ethical standards, fostering trust and minimizing risks in this culturally embedded research.




3 Results

In order to analyze the results, it was firstly performed a multiple Pearson Correlation, then the SEM analysis, we present the model comparison.


3.1 Correlation matrix

In order to investigate how the main variables of the research are related we performed a multiple Pearson correlation (see Table 2).


TABLE 2 Pearson correlations matrix between the main variables of the research.

[image: Table 2]

In the correlation matrix, there are 21 unique pairwise comparisons among the seven variables. Out of these, 12 correlations are statistically significant at the 0.01 level. The highest significant positive correlation is between Commitment and Passion (r = 0.812), indicating a strong association between the subscales of the same measure. The lowest significant positive correlation is between Faith and Integrative style (r = 0.179), suggesting a weaker relationship.



3.2 SEM analysis

The SEM analysis in AMOS indicated the following final model (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 The trimmed model presenting the standardized regression weights and the multiple correlations.


The evaluation of your structural equation model's fit indices indicates a strong alignment with the observed data (see Table 3). The Chi-square (CMIN) value is 18.927 with 13 degrees of freedom, resulting in a CMIN/DF ratio of 1.456. This ratio is below the commonly accepted threshold of 2, suggesting an acceptable fit. The Goodness of Fit Index (GFI) is 0.976, and the Adjusted Goodness of Fit Index (AGFI) is 0.947; both values exceed the recommended cutoff of 0.95, indicating an excellent fit. The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA) is 0.045, which is below the 0.05 threshold, signifying a close fit. Additionally, the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) stands at 0.992, surpassing the 0.95 benchmark for an excellent fit. Collectively, these indices demonstrate that your model fits the data exceptionally well.


TABLE 3 Model fit indices.
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The regression weights indicated the following results (see Table 4).


TABLE 4 Regression Weights regarding the relationships between the main variables of the research.

[image: Table 4]

In your model, all regression paths are statistically significant (p < 0.001), suggesting robust relationships between the variables. Notably, the path from Love to Passion has the highest standardized estimate (β = 0.912), indicating a strong association. Amos module provides modification indices, but as a matter of fact, the association between faith or gratitude and romantic love, and gratitude and romantic love were all not significant, thus this confirming, from a statistical point of view, the associations in the model presumed.



3.3 Model comparisons

The comparison from the presumed model and the trimmed model show significant differences (see Table 5).


TABLE 5 Comparisons of the presumed and trimmed models.

[image: Table 5]

The analysis comparing the presumed and trimmed models revealed nuanced differences in model fit. The presumed model (χ2 = 17.338, df = 10, χ2/df = 1.733, p = 0.067) initially showed borderline statistical significance (p < 0.10) and a χ2/df ratio slightly above the ideal threshold of 1.5, suggesting moderate fit. After trimming non-significant paths and refining parameters, the trimmed model (χ2 = 18.927, df = 13, χ2/df = 1.455, p = 0.125) demonstrated improved fit indices: a non-significant chi-square (p > 0.05) and a χ2/df ratio below 1.5, aligning with excellent model fit standards. Notably, both models retained the same number of variables (17), indicating that trimming did not reduce complexity but instead optimized the structural relationships. The trimmed model's superior parsimony (lower χ2/df ratio and higher p-value) highlights the benefits of refining pathways to better reflect the data while maintaining theoretical coherence.




4 Discussions

The aim of the present research was to investigate the relationship between religious faith, gratefulness, positive conflict resolution styles and romantic love. The framework depicts a step-by-step progression where spiritual conviction fosters a sense of thankfulness, which then improves the ability to resolve disagreements, thereby deepening romantic bonds. This interconnected sequence highlights how personal values and emotional skills work together to influence partnership dynamics, emphasizing their combined impact rather than individual contributions. The results confirmed all three hypotheses presuming significant relationships between variables.

Referring to particular relationships, firstly, the strong positive association between religious faith and personal gratitude aligns with prior research emphasizing the role of intrinsic spirituality in fostering thankfulness. As posited by Emmons and Kneezel (2005), individuals who internalize religious values often perceive life's blessings as divine gifts, cultivating a sustained sense of gratitude.

The observation that intrinsic religiosity enhances gratitude more than extrinsic religiosity could stem from variations in religious capital—such as deeply held beliefs, personal emotional commitment, and active participation in religious practices. Another possible explanation ties into the concept of gendered emotional labor (Russell Hochschild, 2012), given that women frequently assume greater relational responsibilities in both religious and domestic contexts. Additionally, within Eastern Europe's evolving social and religious dynamics (Inglehart and Norris, 2003), this connection might function as a way to restore a sense of purpose and unity amid change. This connection was particularly pronounced in Romania's highly religious context, where spiritual practices like prayer and communal worship may amplify gratitude through shared rituals and reflection.

Second, gratitude's significant influence on cooperative conflict resolution corroborates evidence that thankful individuals prioritize relational harmony over adversarial tactics. As Dizon (2020) indicated, gratitude interventions foster empathy and openness, which are critical for collaborative problem-solving. The Romanian couples' reliance on adaptive strategies, such as integrative negotiation and compromise (Marici et al., 2023), may reflect how gratitude redirects focus from self-interest to mutual benefit. In intimate relationships, where emotional bonds are stronger, gratitude may more effectively buffer against destructive conflict patterns. This study extends prior findings by situating gratitude within a relational process linking it not just to conflict management but to broader emotional outcomes.

Finally, the robust link between adaptive conflict resolution and romantic love reinforces (Gottman and Levenson, 2000)'s assertion that constructive conflict behaviors—like open communication and mutual repair—strengthen emotional bonds (Marici, 2025). The Romanian sample's high correlation between commitment and passion (r = 0.812) suggests that collaborative conflict resolution may sustain both pragmatic and affective dimensions of love.

One limit of the study is the reduced sample size of the respondents. Although we did not limit the age intervals as investigated variables produce effects for all age groups, future research could consider narrower age categories and check for differences and investigate various cultural contexts too (Nadolu et al., 2020). While the current research employed a variable-centered approach to assess causal links between key factors, subsequent studies might benefit from person-centered methods, such as latent profile analysis, to uncover unique relational typologies or subgroup variations. This alternative lens could provide richer understanding of how faith, gratitude, and conflict resolution strategies intersect within different individuals or partnerships, revealing nuanced patterns beyond broad directional trends.

The model reflects a stepwise process where religious faith influences romantic love through gratitude and conflict resolution. Interpretation should emphasize this cumulative flow rather than isolated paths, as each variable builds upon the previous one.



5 Conclusions

The present study found that religious faith influences personal gratitude, which is positively associated with positive conflict resolution styles, which in turn leads to a higher score of romantic love.

As our study investigated intrinsic faith one question is whether relationships in the presumed model would maintain if faith was extrinsic motivated, which we speculate that would not. The cultural homogeneity of the Romanian sample—where religious engagement is often deeply personal—likely enhanced the observed effect, underscoring the importance of context in interpreting spirituality's role. Future cross-cultural studies could further disentangle how other types of societies, more pluralistic environments would moderate this dynamic.

In addition, future work should explore bidirectional effects, such as whether deepened romantic love further reinforces gratitude or religious engagement, creating a virtuous cycle of relational growth. Future research could explore longitudinal designs to test whether these effects persist over time or vary during relational stressors, as the present study focused on positive variables. For practitioners, the findings advocate training couples in gratitude and conflict skills as dual pathways to nurturing enduring love, particularly in religious communities where spirituality and relational harmony are intertwined.
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