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Abstract

One of the most important issues that, in addition to disrupting the family
unit and the couple's relationship, aggravate the injury in the injured person,
is post-traumatic stress disorder caused by domestic violence. The aim of
this study was to investigate the effectiveness of an emotion-focused couple
therapy approach to post-traumatic stress disorder caused by domestic
violence. The quasi-experimental research method was pretest-posttest with
a control group. The statistical population included all women affected by
the phenomenon of spousal violence. Thirty subjects who had a moderate to
high symptom range in the Foa (2003) Emotional PTSD scale scores were
selected by purposive sampling method and randomly assigned to
experimental and control groups. The subjects in the experimental group
participated in a group program of emotional couple therapy for 15 sessions,
but the control group did not receive any intervention. The results of the
analysis showed that emotional couple therapy is effective in reducing the
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder in women affected by domestic
violence (p <0.001 and F = 505.61) and this effect is stable in the follow-up
phase. Since emotion-oriented couple therapy regulates a person's emotions
and due to the effectiveness of this approach in couples involved in domestic
violence, its use as a therapeutic approach in this type of issue is
recommended.
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1. Introduction

A healthy society consists of a healthy family, and when the center of
the family includes a healthy and constructive environment and warm
relationships and close interpersonal interaction, it can lead to the
growth and development of family members. On the other hand,
couples may be involved in traumatic relationships such as severe
conflicts and even domestic violence, causing serious problems in
their relationships (Zabihi Vali Abad, Akbari Amarghan, Khakpour,
Mehrafarid & Kazemi, 2017). Since domestic violence against women
is considered to be the cause of many physical injuries, mental
illnesses and adverse consequences, domestic violence is not only
considered a major problem of women's health, but also an ongoing
hidden epidemic (Alesina, Brioschi & La Ferrara, 2021).

Some people experience domestic violence in the form of trauma.
In many cases, both the violent person and the victimized person
suffer psychological resentment and a severe psychological blow is
inflicted on them. In today's complex world, psychological trauma has
become part of the problematic and sometimes irreparable conditions
of all human beings. Psychological trauma under the influence of
biological and psychological vulnerabilities can become a set of
specific symptoms called post-traumatic stress disorder (McGinn,
Leahy & Holland, 2000). Post-traumatic stress disorder is a syndrome
that occurs after witnessing or encountering a traumatic stressor. A
person responds to this experience with fear and helplessness, reviews
the event repeatedly in his mind and tries to avoid remembering it.
The symptoms of this disorder include unwanted and repetitive re-
experiencing of the event, avoidance of reminders of the traumatic
event, significant change in hyperarousal and extreme reactivity, and
negative changes in cognitions and mood related to the traumatic
event (Statistical and Diagnostic Guide Mental disorders, American
Psychiatric Association, 2013).

Family therapists use many different approaches to treat domestic
violence and the resulting trauma. One of the most widely used
therapeutic approaches in this field is Suzanne Johnson's emotion-
focused couple therapy (Catalina, 2017), which, since 2000, focuses
on the attachment trauma therapy model to treat marital disputes and
their resulting injuries. Emotion-focused couple therapy based on the
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model of attachment trauma therapy was formulated by Brubaker to
use the change of attachment behaviors as an option to improve
damaged relationships of couples (Johnson, Makinen Carr & Halchuk,
2010). Emotion-oriented couple therapy focuses on the emotional
relationship of couples and solves their problems. Key elements such
as attachment needs and fears are revealed and critiqued during
therapy sessions. To achieve such goals, emotion-focused couple
therapy combines key elements in client-centered therapy with the
principles of general systems theory. Due to the existence of this
special protocol, the emotion-oriented couple therapy model presented
itself as a responsive and empirically valid model, and it has become
one of the most reliable experimental models of couple therapy
(Khojasteh Mehr, Shiralinia, Rajabi, & Bashlide, 2013). Considering
the role of post-traumatic stress disorder caused by domestic violence
on marital relations and the family center, the present study was
conducted with the aim of investigating the effectiveness of emotional
couple therapy (EFT) on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) caused
by domestic violence.

2. Literature Review
In Jacobsen and Guttman's (1998) research on domestic violence in
couples, it was found that 80% of couples experience domestic
violence, while only 20% of couples experience behavioral domestic
violence. Situational domestic violence usually erupts in disputes that
have escalated and gotten out of hand. On the other hand, cognitive
behavioral violence is used to exercise the power of the assailant and
dominate the victim (Gottman & Gottman, 2017). Statistics show that
psychological problems such as lack of self-confidence, and suffering
from depression and anxiety disorders are much higher in abused
women than normal people. Campbell (2002) in the meta-analysis of
research related to the consequences of domestic violence against
women in different countries points out that the incidence of mental
disorders such as depression and post-traumatic stress disorder in
abused women is higher than in normal people. Also, many women
victims of domestic violence have suicidal thoughts or have
experienced unsuccessful suicide.

In a research, Mirzaei, Khodaei & Mohammadkhani (2007) faced
the effect of domestic and sexual violence in the occurrence of the
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problem of injury. The result of this research showed the different
prevalence and incidence of domestic violence, but generally 25-30%
of its cognitive consequences were reported in terms of post-traumatic
stress disorder, depression and risk. Also, in another study of abused
women, 45% of injured women and women with higher levels of
spousal abuse showed more symptoms related to trauma. (Putnam,
2003).

Emotion-focused couple therapy seems to be suitable for
examining the needs of couples who have experienced psychological
trauma for the following reasons: this therapy actively works with
emotions, and focuses on attachment and building secure bonds, a
human approach. It is an orientation that is participatory and shows
respect for the clients and with orientation to the necessary matters
and the main priorities of the survivors of psychological trauma. In
addition to improving the condition of each couple individually, this
type of treatment also tries to improve their interaction patterns
(Johnson, 2004). In emotion-oriented couple therapy, it is assumed
that conflict in married life occurs when spouses are unable to satisfy
each other's attachment needs for safety, security, and satisfaction; in
other words, troubled marital relationships indicate the failure of
couples to establish a relationship with a secure attachment pattern. In
meeting each other's attachment needs, such spouses experience
secondary emotional responses such as anger, hostility, revenge or
excessive guilt. Secondary emotional responses also appear in
aggressive and withdrawing behaviors, which may eventually lead to
the "aggression-aggression” or "withdrawal-withdrawal” pattern.
These dry and mutual patterns, which also perpetuate the conflict,
happen again and again, because the spouses desperately want their
genetic dependency needs to be met. Unfortunately, the efforts of
couples to arouse the attention of their spouses are not done correctly,
as a result, spouses are forced into relationships that result in the
continuation of the failure of attachment needs (Carr, 2019).
According to these findings, it is necessary to investigate the effect of
emotional couple therapy (EFT) on post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) caused by domestic violence.
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3. Methodology

The research design used in this research was semi-experimental with
a pre-test-post-test with a control group. The society studied in this
research included all women affected by domestic violence in Tehran
in 1400 who were abused by their husbands. 30 women with post-
traumatic stress disorder caused by domestic violence, who were
supported by the forensic doctor of Tehran in the centers under the
supervision of the welfare organization, and the required quorum in
the post-traumatic stress questionnaire (Foa, 2003) were obtained by
the available sampling method and randomly assigned to two
experimental and control groups in the same proportion. Then, for one
month, the experimental group received the emotional therapy
program in 15 sessions of 60 minutes as a group, and the control
group was placed on the waiting list and did not receive any
intervention. After the treatment sessions, the participants of both
groups were re-evaluated to obtain the post-test scores through the
same questionnaires, and the groups were followed up again after two
months. In order to analyze the research data, multivariate analysis of
the covariance test was used with the help of SPSS version 26
software.

4. Results

The present study was conducted with the aim of investigating the
effectiveness of the emotion-oriented couple therapy approach in
improving post-traumatic stress disorder caused by domestic violence.
The findings showed that emotion-oriented couple therapy reduced the
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder in women in the
experimental group compared to the control group.

Regarding the effectiveness of emotion-oriented couple therapy
on the symptoms of post-traumatic stress caused by domestic violence
in women, it can be said that this approach, by identifying the cycle of
attachment and discovering the basic needs of couples, reconstructs
the new situation and expresses the underlying feelings and provides
new solutions. Emotion-oriented couple therapy is a suitable field for
discovering and regularizing chaotic emotions caused by attachments
formed from birth to adulthood. In emotion-oriented couple therapy,
the therapist helps each couple to develop and organize their inner
self; expressing this experience includes a new way of presenting
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oneself and a new way to establish a relationship with another. This
approach is a short-term and systematic therapy to reduce the turmoil
of adult romantic relationships and establish a more secure attachment
bond. Emphasis on emotion is the main factor of change in this couple
therapy approach. Emotion-oriented couple therapy uses the power of
emotion to move spouses and provoke new responses in basic and
frequent interactions; which causes the couple’s relationship to dance
(Johnson, 2008). In addition, in the course of couple therapy focusing
on emotion, clearly expressing resentment, helplessness, and
attachment fears and relating it to a traumatic event (domestic
violence) by the injured spouse and accepting his responsibility and
role in relation to attachment injury and the damage caused by the
covenant-breaking spouse provides the ground for couples to get
closer to each other and repair the damaged bonds, the result of which
will be determined by reducing the confusion and improving the
damages that have occurred (Fitzpatrick & Lafontaine, 2017).
Considering the effectiveness of the emotion-oriented couple
therapy approach in solving marital and family problems, it is
suggested that family counselors and couples therapists learn its
practical techniques and methods and use them in counseling centers,
clinical environments, courts, welfare, and education to improve
marital expectations and treat problems related to marital relations of
couples. It is suggested to conduct other similar researches with
different groups (especially for men affected by domestic violence).
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