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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the effectiveness of domestic violence-focused couple therapy on guilt, marital burnout, and emotion
regulation among women victimized by domestic violence in Dezful. This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest control-
group design. The statistical population consisted of women exposed to domestic violence who attended two psychological centers in
Dezful in 2026. Thirty eligible participants were selected through convenience sampling and randomly assigned to an experimental group
(n=15) or a control group (n=15). The experimental group received a domestic violence-focused couple therapy protocol adapted from
Stith et al. in 12 weekly 90-minute sessions, whereas the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Kugler and
Jones Guilt Inventory, Pines Marital Burnout Scale, and Gross and John Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. Multivariate and univariate
analyses of covariance were conducted using SPSS version 26. Multivariate analysis of covariance demonstrated a significant overall
group effect on the combined dependent variables (Wilks’ A=0.031, F=240.55, p<0.001, n?>=0.95). After controlling for pretest scores,
significant between-group differences were found in guilt (F=181.86, p<0.001, 1>=0.87), marital burnout (F=382.12, p<0.001, 1>=0.93),
and emotion regulation (F=409.13, p<0.001, n?>=0.93). The intervention significantly reduced guilt and marital burnout while improving
emotion regulation among women in the experimental group. Domestic violence-focused couple therapy appears to be an effective
intervention for reducing guilt and marital burnout and enhancing emotion regulation among women exposed to domestic violence and
may therefore be incorporated into specialized psychological services for this population.

Keywords: Domestic Violence, Couple Therapy, Guilt, Marital Burnout, Emotion Regulation.
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Introduction

Domestic violence against women is a multidimensional psychological, relational, and social problem that can
profoundly affect women’s mental health, emotional functioning, and marital relationships. Exposure to recurrent
violence may create a persistent environment of threat, insecurity, humiliation, coercion, and interpersonal stress,
thereby impairing the victim’s ability to maintain emotional stability and adaptive interpersonal functioning.
Previous evidence has shown that domestic violence is associated with a wide range of psychological and relational
consequences and should therefore be understood beyond its immediate physical manifestations (Gulati & Kelly,
2020). Domestic violence may also be intertwined with broader dimensions of women’s health and life decisions,
suggesting that its consequences extend to multiple domains of functioning (Raifman et al., 2021). Emotional
processes are particularly important in this context because women exposed to domestic violence frequently
experience difficulties in emotional expression, hopelessness, and the management of intense negative affect
(Hervika et al., 2021). Relationship-related emotional schemas and individual psychological characteristics may
additionally contribute to the development and persistence of violent interpersonal patterns (Masoudzadeh et al.,
2021). One important psychological consequence of repeated interpersonal violence is guilt. Women exposed to
violence may gradually internalize blame and perceive themselves as responsible for their partner’s aggressive
behavior, the continuation of the relationship, or their inability to prevent episodes of violence. Guilt and shame
proneness are closely related to emotional processes within family relationships (Khanipour et al., 2019), and
psychological interventions targeting self-blame have been shown to reduce guilt among individuals with adverse
interpersonal experiences (Shahab et al., 2024). Another important consequence is marital burnout, which refers
to the progressive physical, emotional, and psychological exhaustion resulting from prolonged relational stress,
disappointment, unresolved conflict, and erosion of intimacy. Marital burnout is associated with broader indicators
of compromised mental health (Ghasemi et al., 2023) and is influenced by emotional intelligence, differentiation
of self, resilience, and psychological functioning (Mahdigholi et al., 2022). Cognitive processes and executive
functioning have likewise been implicated in marital burnout (Babaei et al., 2024), while dysfunctional attitudes
within intimate relationships may be associated with both burnout and marital maladjustment (Nikmanesh &
Amiri Moghadam, 2020). Emotion regulation constitutes another central mechanism through which domestic
violence may affect psychological adjustment. Repeated exposure to threat and conflict can impair individuals’
ability to identify, tolerate, modify, and appropriately express emotions. Evidence indicates that emotion-focused
interventions can improve emotion regulation and marital adjustment among women affected by domestic violence
(Moeini et al., 2022), while positive mindfulness interventions may reduce internalized shame, experiential

avoidance, and emotion dysregulation in women exposed to violence (Homayouni et al., 2022). Emotion-focused
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therapy has also demonstrated beneficial effects on assertiveness and anger rumination in women victimized by
domestic violence (Leshani, 2023). Other therapeutic approaches, including acceptance and commitment therapy,
have been applied to emotional difficulties and personal values in women exposed to domestic violence
(Taghipour, 2026), and art psychotherapy has been associated with reductions in depression, anxiety, and
hopelessness among female survivors of domestic violence with posttraumatic stress symptoms (Ozkafaci & Eren,
2020). Although individual interventions can reduce psychological symptoms, domestic violence frequently occurs
within recurring interactional cycles, suggesting that relationally focused approaches may also be necessary.
Couple-based interventions may improve communication skills, emotional expression, empathy, intimacy, and
commitment (Beheshtinejad et al., 2022; Boostani-Kashani et al., 2021). In cases in which couple therapy is
clinically appropriate and safety has been carefully assessed, interventions specifically addressing intimate partner
violence may help modify destructive interactional patterns (Keilholtz & Spencer, 2022). Emotionally focused
approaches have provided frameworks for de-escalating violent couple interactions (Slootmaeckers & Migerode,
2020), and structured treatment programs for situational couple violence have been adapted across cultural contexts
(Stith et al., 2019). Conjoint interventions have also demonstrated the potential value of simultaneously addressing
trauma-related symptoms and relationship processes in complex cases involving previous domestic violence
(Fedynich et al., 2021). Accordingly, the simultaneous consideration of guilt, marital burnout, and emotion
regulation may provide a more comprehensive understanding of treatment outcomes among women affected by
domestic violence. Therefore, the present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of domestic violence-focused
couple therapy on guilt, marital burnout, and emotion regulation among women victimized by domestic violence in
Dezful.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a quasi-experimental pretest—posttest design with an experimental and a control group.
The statistical population consisted of women affected by domestic violence who had attended two psychological
centers in Dezful in 2026. Thirty eligible women were selected through convenience sampling and subsequently
assigned by simple random allocation to an experimental group receiving domestic violence-focused couple therapy
and a control group, with 15 participants in each group. Eligibility criteria included having experienced domestic
violence within the preceding six months or less, not participating simultaneously in other educational or therapeutic
programs related to the study intervention, receiving complete information about the nature, duration, and objectives
of the intervention, and providing written informed consent. Participants were also screened on the basis of elevated
guilt and marital burnout and relatively low emotion regulation scores. Withdrawal from the study and absence
from more than two intervention sessions were considered exclusion criteria. Guilt was assessed using the 45-item
Kugler and Jones Guilt Inventory, which evaluates guilt trait, guilt state, and moral standards. Marital burnout was
assessed using the 20-item Pines Marital Burnout Scale, which measures physical, emotional, and psychological
exhaustion in the marital relationship. Emotion regulation was measured using the 10-item Gross and John Emotion
Regulation Questionnaire, comprising cognitive reappraisal and expressive suppression dimensions. The

experimental group participated in a domestic violence-focused couple therapy protocol administered in 12 weekly
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90-minute sessions. The intervention progressively addressed safety assessment and therapeutic commitment,
responsibility for violent behavior, recognition of violence triggers, emotion regulation, impulse control, relaxation
skills, timeout strategies, reconstruction of communication, expression of shame and guilt in a non-blaming
environment, reflective listening, identification of unmet marital needs, reduction of withdrawal patterns, non-
hostile dialogue, consolidation of therapeutic gains, and relapse prevention. The control group received no
intervention during the study period and was placed on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics included means and standard deviations. Before inferential analyses, normality, homogeneity
of error variances, homogeneity of variance—covariance matrices, and homogeneity of regression slopes were
assessed. Multivariate analysis of covariance was used to examine the overall intervention effect while controlling
for pretest scores, followed by univariate analyses of covariance for each dependent variable. The significance level
was set at 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive results indicated a clear pattern of improvement in the experimental group compared with the control
group. For guilt, the mean score in the experimental group decreased from 139.00 at pretest to 133.21 at posttest,
whereas the control group increased from 139.49 to 140.54. Marital burnout in the experimental group declined
from a pretest mean of 69.37 to a posttest mean of 57.31, while the corresponding scores in the control group
remained almost unchanged, increasing slightly from 69.36 to 69.43. Emotion regulation scores in the experimental
group increased from 32.52 at pretest to 37.60 at posttest, compared with an increase from 33.42 to 34.68 in the
control group. Preliminary assumption testing supported the use of covariance analyses. The Kolmogorov—-Smirnov
test indicated no significant deviation from normality for the study variables. Levene’s test was nonsignificant for
guilt (p=0.057), marital burnout (p=0.259), and emotion regulation (p=0.541), supporting the assumption of
homogeneity of error variances. Box’s M test was also nonsignificant (Box’s M=11.98, F=0.894, p=0.552),
indicating equality of variance—covariance matrices, and the homogeneity of regression slopes assumption was
satisfied. Multivariate analysis of covariance revealed a statistically significant overall effect of group membership
on the combined dependent variables after controlling for pretest scores. Wilks’ lambda was 0.031, with F=240.55
and p<0.001. The effect size was 11>=0.95, and statistical power was 1.00. Consistent results were obtained for
Pillai’s trace (0.969), Hotelling’s trace (31.37), and Roy’s largest root (31.37), all with F=240.55 and p<0.001.
Subsequent univariate analyses of covariance demonstrated a significant intervention effect on guilt (F=181.86,
p<0.001, n*=0.87), indicating a substantial reduction in guilt scores in the experimental group after adjustment for
pretest values. A significant intervention effect was also observed for marital burnout (F=382.12, p<0.001, 1>=0.93),
demonstrating markedly lower posttest burnout in the intervention group. Finally, emotion regulation differed
significantly between groups after controlling for baseline scores (F=409.13, p<0.001, 1?>=0.93), with higher
adjusted posttest emotion regulation in the experimental group. Overall, the inferential findings indicated that
domestic violence-focused couple therapy significantly reduced guilt and marital burnout while substantially
improving emotion regulation.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings indicate that domestic violence-focused couple therapy was effective across cognitive-emotional,
relational, and regulatory domains. The reduction in guilt may be explained by the intervention’s emphasis on
differentiating responsibility for violent behavior from the victim’s internalized self-blame. Women exposed to
repeated violence may come to interpret their partner’s aggression as a consequence of their own behavior,
perceived inadequacy, inability to maintain the relationship, or failure to prevent conflict. By explicitly identifying
violent interaction patterns, assigning responsibility for abusive behavior, and providing opportunities to discuss
guilt and shame within a structured and non-blaming therapeutic context, the intervention may have enabled
participants to revise maladaptive interpretations of responsibility. The observed decrease in marital burnout may
similarly be related to modification of chronic dysfunctional interaction patterns. Repeated violence and hostile
conflict can gradually erode emotional intimacy, mutual responsiveness, hope, and investment in the marital
relationship, producing emotional withdrawal and exhaustion. The intervention addressed unmet emotional needs,
withdrawal patterns, non-hostile communication, reflective listening, and relationship reconstruction. These
components may have reduced relational tension and provided participants with more adaptive ways of expressing
needs and responding to conflict, thereby decreasing emotional and psychological exhaustion. The substantial
improvement in emotion regulation is also consistent with the mechanisms directly targeted by the intervention.
Participants were trained in relaxation, impulse control, recognition of the violence cycle, identification of
emotional triggers, use of timeout strategies, and regulation of emotional reactions during conflict. Such skills may
increase the ability to delay impulsive responses, tolerate distress, reinterpret emotionally charged situations, and
respond to conflict with greater behavioral control. Improvement in emotion regulation may, in turn, reinforce
reductions in guilt and marital burnout by decreasing escalation during interpersonal stress and allowing more
deliberate processing of relationship experiences. The three outcomes therefore appear to be interrelated rather than
independent therapeutic targets. Better emotion regulation may facilitate more constructive communication;
improved communication may reduce chronic marital exhaustion; and a safer, more accountable interactional
environment may diminish self-blame and guilt. The very large effect sizes observed in the present study suggest a
strong intervention effect within this sample, although these estimates should be interpreted cautiously because of
the relatively small sample size and the absence of long-term follow-up. Overall, the findings support the potential
usefulness of domestic violence-focused couple therapy as a structured intervention for selected couples in which
conjoint treatment is considered clinically appropriate and safety conditions have been established. The intervention
appears capable of addressing not only relational conflict but also important psychological consequences
experienced by women affected by domestic violence. It can therefore be concluded that domestic violence-focused
couple therapy significantly reduces guilt and marital burnout and improves emotion regulation among women
victimized by domestic violence, highlighting the value of integrated interventions that simultaneously address
safety, emotional processes, responsibility, communication, and maladaptive couple interaction patterns.
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