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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effectiveness of strategic systemic therapy on
boundaries and triangulation among women experiencing domestic violence. The
research employed a quasi-experimental pre-test, post-test, and follow-up design with
two heterogeneous experimental and control groups. The statistical population
comprised all married women in Isfahan in 2024 who had experienced domestic
violence. A purposive sampling method was used to select 40 women, who were then
randomly assigned to experimental and control groups (20 participants each). Data
were collected using the Family Boundaries Questionnaire and the Triangulation
Questionnaire (Yousefi & Bahrami, 2016). The experimental group attended eight
90-minute sessions of strategic systemic therapy, while the control group was placed
on a waiting list. Data were analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and
Bonferroni post hoc tests. The results indicated significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in all dimensions of family boundaries—flexible
boundaries, chaotic boundaries, rigid boundaries—and in triangulation (p<0.001).
Furthermore, these differences remained stable at the follow-up stage. Strategic
systemic therapy led to an increase in flexible boundaries scores and a decrease in
chaotic boundaries, rigid boundaries, and triangulation scores. Strategic systemic
therapy is an effective approach for improving communication patterns, restructuring
family boundaries, and reducing triangulation among women experiencing domestic
violence. This intervention can be applied as an efficient psychotherapeutic method
in counseling centers.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Domestic violence is one of the most critical social and psychological challenges affecting women worldwide,
with profound consequences for mental health, interpersonal functioning, and family cohesion (Maleki &
Nejad Sabzi, 2010). It manifests not only as physical abuse but also as psychological, economic, sexual, and
social aggression, often disrupting the structural and emotional boundaries within the family and fostering
maladaptive interaction patterns such as triangulation (Dehghani Sheshdeh & Yousefi, 2019). From the
perspective of Bowen’s family systems theory, triangulation occurs when a third party is drawn into a dyadic
relationship to reduce anxiety, which may temporarily stabilize the system but often perpetuates chronic
conflict (Bowen, 2020; Rejali & Yousefi, 2021). Dysfunctional family boundaries—whether rigid, diffuse, or
chaotic—can hinder healthy role distribution, escalate conflict, and reduce emotional support (Allen et al.,
2014; Soltanian et al., 2023).

Given these dynamics, systemic family therapy approaches have been increasingly applied to address structural
and relational dysfunction in families affected by domestic violence (Carr, 2025). Strategic systemic therapy,
in particular, aims to identify and redefine problem patterns, restructure power hierarchies, and regulate
boundaries through techniques such as paradoxical intention, reframing, and metaphor (Lockhart, 2025;
Madanes, 2014). Prior studies have shown the effectiveness of systemic interventions in enhancing marital
satisfaction, improving family functioning, and reducing maladaptive communication (Babasafari et al.,
2023; Raeis Gharadarvishlou et al., 2019; Shiri et al., 2020).

Women exposed to domestic violence often experience disrupted boundaries and high rates of triangulation,
which perpetuate relationship instability and emotional distress (Grigorian et al., 2019). Interventions that
simultaneously target boundary restructuring and the reduction of triangulation may be especially valuable in
restoring stability to the couple subsystem and improving overall family functioning (Aghaei et al., 2024).
Bowenian and intergenerational approaches have demonstrated efficacy in enhancing differentiation and
reducing anxiety within family systems (Ahmadi Mehr et al., 2020; Natrajan-Tyagi & Poulsen, 2025;
Ranaei et al., 2022). Similarly, combining systemic approaches with emotionally focused or narrative
techniques can offer deeper insights into marital distress and provide new avenues for resolution (Curtis, 2024;
Najjar Khodabakhsh et al., 2025).

Group-based interventions, such as self-compassion training, have also been effective in improving
psychological well-being and marital adjustment among women affected by domestic violence, suggesting
potential synergy when integrated with systemic strategies (Babsour & Karimi, 2025). Evidence from
structural and strategic models supports their ability to reduce destructive interactional patterns and improve
the quality of couple relationships (Darbani et al., 2020; James & MacKinnon, 2024). Since one of the
frequent consequences of domestic violence is a shift in family power dynamics and the destabilization of
boundaries, interventions emphasizing role clarification, problem-solving skills, and power redistribution can
play a pivotal role in repairing family functioning (Khatooni & Hosseinian, 2024; Khodaee & Yousefi, 2023).
Building on this evidence base, the present study was designed to examine the effectiveness of strategic
systemic therapy on improving family boundaries (flexible, rigid, and chaotic) and reducing triangulation
among married women who have experienced domestic violence. By focusing on both structural and relational
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dimensions, this study aims to address a gap in the literature and provide empirical support for the clinical
application of strategic systemic interventions in vulnerable populations.

Methods and Materials

This research adopted a quasi-experimental pre-test—post-test—follow-up design with two heterogeneous
groups (experimental and control). The statistical population consisted of all married women in Isfahan in 2024
who had experienced domestic violence. Using purposive sampling, 40 women meeting the inclusion criteria
were selected and randomly assigned to the experimental and control groups (20 participants each). The
inclusion criteria included at least a high school diploma, willingness to participate, commitment to attend all
sessions, and a history of at least one instance of physical or other forms of domestic violence, as well as
above-average scores on the domestic violence questionnaire. Exclusion criteria included missing more than
two sessions or concurrent participation in other training programs.

Two standardized tools were employed for data collection: the Family Boundaries Questionnaire and the
Triangulation Questionnaire (Yousefi & Bahrami, 2016). These instruments assessed flexible, rigid, and
chaotic boundaries and the tendency to involve a third person in dyadic conflicts. The experimental group
received eight 90-minute sessions of strategic systemic therapy once a week. The sessions covered therapeutic
alliance building, identification and redefinition of family problems, goal-setting and planning, problem-
solving strategies, paradoxical interventions, reframing, addressing family power structures, and resolving
stalemates within the family life cycle. The control group was placed on a waiting list and received no
intervention during the study period. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation)
and inferential statistics (repeated measures ANOVA and Bonferroni post hoc tests).

Findings

The results of the repeated measures ANOVA indicated significant differences between the experimental and
control groups in all dependent variables—flexible boundaries, chaotic boundaries, rigid boundaries, and
triangulation—across the three measurement stages (p < 0.001). In the experimental group, flexible boundaries
increased significantly from pre-test to post-test and were maintained at follow-up, while both chaotic and
rigid boundaries decreased significantly over the same period. Similarly, triangulation scores showed a
significant reduction from pre-test to post-test, with these gains persisting at follow-up.

Bonferroni post hoc analyses revealed no significant differences between the groups in any variable at pre-test.
However, at post-test and follow-up, the experimental group demonstrated significantly higher scores in
flexible boundaries and significantly lower scores in chaotic boundaries, rigid boundaries, and triangulation
compared to the control group (p < 0.001). The effect sizes were substantial, with partial eta-squared values
ranging from 0.61 to 0.84, indicating that the intervention accounted for a large proportion of the variance in
the outcomes. The control group showed no meaningful change in any variable across the three measurement
points.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that strategic systemic therapy can effectively enhance flexible boundaries and
reduce rigid and chaotic boundaries as well as triangulation among women who have experienced domestic
violence. This supports the theoretical premise that systemic interventions targeting structural reorganization
and role clarification can restore balance and improve communication within family systems (Carr, 2025;
Madanes, 2014). The increase in flexible boundaries suggests that participants gained the ability to maintain
individuality while fostering emotional closeness, which is critical for resilience in families affected by
violence (Allen et al., 2014; Soltanian et al., 2023).

The reduction in rigid and chaotic boundaries aligns with prior research showing that strategic and structural
techniques can dismantle maladaptive interactional patterns and establish healthier family subsystems
(Babasafari et al., 2023; Raeis Gharadarvishlou et al., 2019; Shiri et al., 2020). By reestablishing

\Y
——



S8y OV 9 Cwdls (wlililgy

appropriate permeability in family boundaries, the intervention likely reduced both emotional cut-off and
enmeshment, facilitating more adaptive exchanges between family members.

The observed decrease in triangulation is consistent with Bowen’s theory, which identifies triangulation as a
maladaptive coping strategy under high stress (Bowen, 2020; Rejali & Yousefi, 2021). By enhancing problem-
solving skills, promoting direct communication, and redistributing decision-making power within the couple
subsystem, the intervention appears to have reduced reliance on third-party involvement in marital disputes.
These results echo the findings of (Aghaei et al., 2024) and (Ahmadi Mehr et al., 2020), who reported that
systemic and intergenerational interventions could lower triangulation through increased differentiation and
improved relational stability.

Overall, this study reinforces the applicability of strategic systemic therapy for women affected by domestic
violence, offering a dual focus on repairing structural boundaries and reducing maladaptive relational patterns.
The sustained improvements observed at follow-up highlight the potential of this approach for long-term
change. As such, integrating strategic systemic therapy into counseling and support services for domestic
violence survivors may provide a robust framework for fostering healthier family dynamics and preventing the
recurrence of destructive patterns.
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