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Leaving Violent Marriage: Case Study of an Iranian Woman 

Abstract 

This study utilized a case study to understand the experience of a woman who left her violent 

marriage in Tehran. Findings from a semi-structured, in-depth interview, a story she wrote, and 

Conflict Tactic Scale included four main themes: 1) vulnerability factors, 2) process of dealing 

with violence (from cognitive strategies to behavioral strategies), 3) leaving violent marriage 

(from personal motivation to Macrosystem support), and 4) healing process (assistances VS 

barriers). The implications of this study help therapists working with Iranian women in the U.S. 

or in Iran which provide effective prevention and intervention services that are appropriately 

targeted to the needs of Iranian women. 
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Leaving Violent Marriage: Case Study of an Iranian Woman 

Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) has emerged as a serious social problem that influences a 

substantial number of women (Berns, 2004). A study by WHO analyzed data from nine countries 

on domestic violence against women showed the lifetime prevalence of IPV ranged from 19 to 

66 percent (Stöckl, March, Pallitto, & Garcia-Moreno, 2014). In Iran, a prevalence of intimate 

partner violence was reported to be between 38 and 81% (Eezazi, 2005).  

While IPV has short- and long-term destructive consequences, some battered women live 

their entire lives in abusive relationships (Ferraro, Fenocchio, Mantovani, Ribeiro, & Cestari, 

2004; Ismail, Berm, & Ward-Griffin, 2007), but some of them leave these violent relationships 

(Herbert, Silver, & Ellard, 1991; Johnson, & Ferraro, 2000; Rosen & Stith, 1993). Attention has 

been devoted in some western countries such as U.S. to understand how women are able to deal 

with violence and how to disentangle themselves from abusive relationships and recover after 

leaving violent relationships (Anderson & Saunders, 2003; Martin, Berenson, Griffing, Sage, 

Madry, Bingham & Primm, 2000); however, the literature does not include Iranian women’s 

experiences in abusive marriages. In a country where there is little legal, social or financial 

support for women and where there is great stigma surrounding both women who divorce and 

their relatives, leaving a marriage has different consequences and the process of separation seems 

much more difficult than in Western countries (Ghahari, Panaghi, Atef-Vahid, Zarei-Dost, & 

Mohamadi-Aria, 2006). The main purpose of this case study is to develop a better understanding 

of the experience the process leaving an abusive marriage. Addressing this experience is 

important not only for women in abusive relationships, but also for therapists, social workers, 

and other mental health professionals to provide services for these women (Watts & 

Zimmerman, 2002). 
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Methodology 

Ecological Theory guided this study. This theory is based on the assumption that no 

single factor can explain phenomena. This framework views human behaviors as the outcome of 

interaction among many factors at four levels, the individual, the relationship, the community 

and societal (Bronfenbrenner, 1999). 

The following research question was used to guide the study: How does this woman 

describe her experience related to her abusive marriage and her experience of disentanglement 

from her marriage after divorce? In this study, the case and the unit of analysis is an individual 

woman in Tehran who experienced physical violence in her marriage before her divorce. The 

data came from two interviews, a story she wrote about her life, a demographic questionnaire, 

and the Conflict Tactic Scale (Straus, 1979) that she completed. The data were analyzed using 

phenomenology which aims at gaining a deeper understanding of the nature or meaning of our 

everyday experiences” (Patton, 2005, p. 105). This method helps to have a deep understanding of 

this woman’s experience and how she perceives, describes, and makes sense of her experience. 

The participant is 33 years old, has a Masters degree in literature and is a lecturer at a university. 

She got married at the age of 27 and divorced after one year of the marriage. It has been almost 

five years since she divorced. Table 1 indicates the main themes extracted from meaning units 

and open coding.  

Findings 

1. Vulnerability factors 

One of the main points that made her vulnerable was the pressure for getting married 

while there was not a culture of dating to know each other and also there is no education related 

to marriage or receiving any professional guidance as premarital counselling. She also mentioned 
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that because of all these cultural pressures and being concern of losing her chance for marriage, 

she lost her confidence and decide to marry.   

  

2. Process of dealing with violence (from cognitive strategies to behavioral strategies) 

At the beginning, she did not recognize that she was experiencing violence. Once she 

recognized the violence, she tried to solve it by changing herself the way that is pleasing for her 

husband. When her strategies did not work, she decided to look for professional help. 

3. Leaving the Violent Marriage (from personal motivation to Macrosystem support)  

 

Leaving the violent marriage was not a sudden decision for her. When she found some 

motivations, and recognized that her marriage is not something that she wants and received 

support from friends, family, and the legal system, then he left her marriage. 

4. Healing process (assistance vs barriers)  

After leaving her marriage she received significant support from her family, which was 

meaningful for her and made her feel confident about her decision and to deal with the struggles 

she faced.  

Discussion and Implication 

 

Iran has a unique culture regarding marriage and divorce and when it comes to intimate 

partner violence, women face some special challenges related to making the decision to stay or 

leave their marriage. What we found shows this participant went through some struggles 

influenced by cultural values about marriage and divorce which makes her decision difficult. 

These findings help family therapists working with Iranian women in the U.S or working in Iran 

to consider obstacles Iranian women face and how they can help them to make healthier 

decisions about their future and provide effective prevention and intervention services that are 

appropriately targeted to the needs of Iranian women. 
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Table 1 

Main Extracted Themes 

Initial themes Vital themes Supporting Quotes 

 Girls should marry at a certain age 

 Concerns related to remaining single  

 Do culture of dating to know each other/no education 

 Not looking for professional help (premarital counseling) 

 Forgetting about her skills and losing her confidence 
 

 

Vulnerabilities Factors 

“I was 27 years old and it was alarming for my family and I. 

As at this age most girls should be married, my father just 

wanted me to marry someone, no matter who. I completely 

lost my confidence.” 

 

 Not recognizing the red flags 

 Gender roles /Responsibilities to fix the violence 

 Not recognizing the violence cycle 

 looking for help 

 Friends and religious leaders 

 Professional counseling 

 

Process of dealing with 

Violence 

(from cognitive strategies to 

behavioral strategies) 

“However, my husband was so annoying and hurt me but I 

tried to be more kind changed many things in my life to please 

him but nothing changed and he was violent.” 

“He did not have positive attitudes about therapy and told me 

that I am the crazy one and I should go and see a 

psychologist. Based on the conversation between therapist 

and my husband, the therapist told that my husband has 

borderline personality disorder and I should make the 

decision about staying or leaving the relationship.” 

 

 Doing abortion 

 Losing my identity 

 Family support (Emotional/ Financial) 

 Legal support  

 Having divorce right 

Leaving the Violent 

Marriage 

(from personal motivation to 

Macrosystem support)  

 

 

 

 

“I found myself in a situation that I could not recognize 

myself. The one who I saw in the mirror was not me. I 

changed everything because of my husband - no school, no 

friends, different values. No, it was not me. I thought, “Where 

are all those motivations I had? Where is all that energy, all 

those going out with friends? I found myself as a doll in my 

husband’s hands.” 

 

 Family support  

 Backing to the job 

 Finding her position in society and receiving respect and appreciation 

 Believing in herself and feeling confidence 

Barriers  

 Facing cultural stigmas related to divorce and being a divorced woman 

 Emotional and sexual needs 

 

Healing Process 

(assistance VS barriers)  

Even before the divorce, I know that as the divorce is not 

acceptable culturally, I will face many struggles. I was lucky 

to have my parents’ support to pass all these difficult times. 

Now, however, being single with all emotional and sexual 

needs it is not easy, but I feel confident and feel proud of 

myself and the position I made for myself in society”. 
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