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Would you conduct family therapy sessions if the children in the family unit have witnessed intimate 
partner violence (IPV) between their parents? Responses to this question might produce very strong visceral 
reactions for therapists, given there is still great debate on how best to address IPV therapeutically. 
However, this question is important to ask, as violence in the home can significantly impede the development 
of healthy parent–child attachment relationships. Unfortunately, very little is known about whether family 
therapy could be appropriate when IPV is the presenting problem. 

Researchers Rosalie Paquette and Dr. Dawn McBride set out to overcome this significant gap in the 
research by exploring the use of emotionally focused family therapy (EFFT) for families impacted by IPV. The 
researchers propose that EFFT may have the potential to help parents work as a team to repair the ruptured 
bonds between them and their children. Therapists using EFFT work with families to repair parent-child 
attachment, thereby allowing children to regain a sense of safety and security as their parents attune to 
their needs (Furrow et al., 2019). However, the application to EFFT has never been applied to family violence. 

To ease any panic on the part of therapists at the thought of a violent partner in the same therapy 
room as the victim and the child witnesses, the researchers propose that EFFT might be best suited for those 
couples who report the effects of situational couple violence in the family. Situational couple violence is one 
type of IPV characterized by patterns of violence resulting from the escalation of arguments, rather than 
from power and control (Kelly & Johnson, 2008). Additionally, the violence may be mutually perpetrated, or it 
may involve one violent (noncontrolling) partner and one nonviolent partner (Kelly & Johnson, 2008). 

The assumption that only situational couple violence would be appropriate for EFFT is one of the 
research topics the first author will be exploring in her thesis. The researchers are curious how therapists 
who are already using an emotionally focused approach in therapy will respond to using EFFT with families 
where situational couple violence is the presenting problem.  

This exploratory quantitative study involves asking an estimated 200 therapists about the risks and 
benefits of using EFFT in cases of situational couple violence. After being presented with a brief case study, 
participants will also be asked to indicate how important it is that specific situational factors be in place 
before EFFT can be used when parents report situational couple violence. See the box below for the case 
study scenario, as well as several examples of situational factors. 



 

The researchers anticipate that the results of this study will provide critical recommendations for 
therapists to considering the use of EFFT when parents report situational couple violence. It is hoped that 
further investigation into innovative intervention strategies for IPV will support the recovery of family 
members impacted by violence in the home, particularly the youngest and most vulnerable. 
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