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Background: Having a disabled child endangers the physical and mental health of the parents and
confronts them with undesirable and challenging events. These couples experience a lot of
psychological, social, and economic pressures that can affect their relationships and even lead to
divorce. By adopting measures and using appropriate education and treatment methods, it is
necessary to act to reduce the intensity of these tensions.

Aims: The current research aims to study effectiveness of emotion regulation techniques on reducing
conflicts and the possibility of divorce in couples with mentally retarded children.

Methods: The research method was a quasi-experimental design with a pretest-posttest type with a
control group. The statistical population included all couples with mentally retarded children covered
by the Welfare Office living in Darreh Shahr city (Ilam province) and the statistical sample consisted
of 20 couples with mentally disabled children who were selected using convenience sampling and
were randomly assigned to two experimental groups (10 people) and control group (10 people). The
experimental group underwent an intervention of emotion regulation techniques for 8 sessions
(Gross, 2002), while the control group did not receive any intervention. To collect data, the Emotion
Regulation Skills Questionnaire (Berking, 2016), the Marital Conflicts Questionnaire (Zaker &
Barati, 1999), and the Marriage Instability Questionnaire (Edward et al., 1987) were used in the pre-
test and post-test. The collected data were analyzed using SPSS.25 software and multivariate analysis
of covariance.

Results: The results of multivariate analysis of covariance showed that emotion regulation
techniques are effective in reducing conflicts and the probability of divorce in couples with mentally
retarded children (P< 0.05).

Conclusion: According to the findings of the study, teaching emotion regulation skills to couples
with mentally retarded children, is an important step that can be taken in reducing marital conflicts
and regulating their emotions. Therefore, it is suggested to educational centers to use emotion
regulation strategies as an independent and combined intervention along with other evidence-based
interventions to reduce marital conflicts and the possibility of divorce in couples with mentally
retarded children.
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Introduction

Developmental disabilities affect approximately one
percent of the population. Increasingly, children with
developmental disabilities survive into adulthood and
often have close to a normal lifespan. Although their
behavioral and functional abilities change as they
move from childhood into adolescence and adulthood
(Taylor & Mailick, 2014), most remain in need of at
least some degree of support throughout their lives.
Generally, the responsibility for providing or
coordinating their support and care rests with their
parents who thus have a lifelong parenting role. There
is a great deal of heterogeneity in family adaptation
to a child with developmental disabilities. Past
research has shown that resources such as social
support, problem-focused coping, and positive affect
help to buffer the stress associated with this parenting
role. Nevertheless, on average, parents of adults with
developmental disabilities have been shown to have
higher rates of health and mental health symptoms as
compared with their peers whose children do not have
disabilities or chronic conditions (Namkung et al.,
2015).

In-depth scrutiny of past research suggests that the
risk of parental divorce may vary at different stages
of the child's life. The impact of developmental
disabilities on parental marital status is already
evident early after the child's initial diagnosis. In a
longitudinal study of mothers of infants with
developmental disabilities interviewed at the birth of
the child and 12-18 months after the birth, D'Onofrio,
& Emery (2019) found that these mothers were less
likely to be involved with the infants' fathers at the
follow-up compared with their peers of healthy
infants. Similarly, Hatton and colleagues (2010)
found that, compared to typically developing
children, preschool-aged children with cognitive
delays were significantly less likely to be living in
households with both biological parents or in
households where their mothers were married at all
three points of data collection (i.e., when children
were aged 9 months, 3 years and 5 years).

However, in a large-scale, population-based study,
Urbano and Hodapp (2007) found significantly lower
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divorce rates among families of children with Down
syndrome (7.6%) and families of children with other
birth defects (10.8%), compared with those of
children with no identified disability (11.2%). In this
study, the timing of divorce was also significantly
different across the groups: for families of children
with Down syndrome, over 30% of all divorces
occurred before the child reached the age of two,
compared to 17.4% in families of children without
disabilities and 14.9% in families of children with
other birth defects. These different patterns suggest
that the risk and timing of divorce appear to be in part
a function of the specific disability of the child
(D'Onofrio, & Emery, 2019). Past research has
demonstrated that parental divorce is associated with
an increased risk for emotional and behavioral
difficulties, including internalizing problems (Lan, &
Sun, 2020). In contrast to this dominant view,
mounting evidence has shown no significant
differences in adolescents’ post-divorce adjustment,
as compared with those adolescents who remained in
intact families. Indeed, adolescents’ responses to
parental divorce show salient variability (van der Wal
etal., 2019).

Emotion regulation can been defined as ‘‘the extrinsic
and intrinsic processes responsible for monitoring,
evaluating, and modifying emotional reactions,
especially their intensive and temporal features, to
accomplish one’s goals” (Thompson, 1994 p. 27-28).
Deficits in effective emotion regulation are assumed
to contribute to the escalation and perpetuation of
undesired affective states and hence to the
development and maintenance of affective (and
affect-related somatic) symptoms of mental
disorders. Additionally, it has been hypothesized that
behavioral and cognitive symptoms of mental
disorders can be conceptualized as dysfunctional
attempts to avoid aversive affective states even if this
leads to undesired consequences in the long-term
(Grant et al., 2018).

Emotion-focused therapy (EFT), which is known as a
process-oriented and evidence-based treatment, is a
newly introduced therapeutic option, introduced by
Les Greenberg and colleagues in the 1980’s. This
treatment helps the individual identify, experience,
explore, and feel their emotions and transform them
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(Dehnavi et al., 2024). In Emotion Focused Therapy
(EFT) emotional processing is acknowledged to have
significance for therapeutic change (Haberman et al.,
2018). One of the major ways in which EFT therapists
help clients transform maladaptive emotions into
primary adaptive emotions is through two chair
enactments. EFT distinguishes between two sorts of
two-chair dialogs: self-self-dialogs with specific
parts of the self (e.g., critical voice) and empty chair
dialogs with imaginary significant others (Greenberg,
L. S., & Malcolm, 2002; Goldman, 2017).

The existing literature on the effect of having a child
with developmental disabilities on the risk of divorce
has two major limitations. First, most studies have
employed volunteer or clinic-based samples, which
may not be representative of the broader population
of parents of children with developmental disabilities.
Second, as noted, most studies have been cross-
sectional in design, which may lead to a limited
understanding of how divorce risk changes across the
life course. Since the stress of caring for a child with
disabilities is life-long, parents of children with
disabilities may experience a prolonged period of
vulnerability to divorce (as suggested by Hartley et
al., 2010), and thus a life course perspective in the
design of research is needed. Therefore, because little
research has been done on the effectiveness of
emotion-focused education on marital conflicts and
divorce of parents with mentally retarded children,
most studies show that these people have feelings of
guilt, shame, self-criticism, and high negative
emotions (Namkung et al., 2015), Despite the many
problems in families with mentally retarded children,
the researcher decided to conduct a study in this
regard and provide the ground for supporting and
reducing the problems of these families by identifying
solutions and presenting them to the relevant
organizations. Therefore, this study seeks to answer
the question of whether emotion regulation
techniques are effective in reducing conflicts and the
probability of divorce in couples with mentally
retarded children.

Method

The present study was applied in terms of purpose and
terms of data collection method, it was a quasi-
experimental design of pre-test-posttest type with a
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control group. The statistical population included all
couples with mentally retarded children covered by
the Welfare Office living in Darreh Shahr city (llam
province). The statistical sample consisted of 20
couples with mentally disabled children who were
selected using convenience sampling and were
randomly assigned to two experimental (10 people)
and control (10 people) groups. Then, the couples in
the experimental group received emotion regulation
techniques using an 8-session therapeutic protocol
based on Gross's (2002) model, while the control
group did not receive any intervention. At the end of
the training sessions, people in both groups were
exposed to post-tests and the interventions were in the
form of group therapy. The inclusion criteria and
inclusion criteria were: the subjects should be
volunteers to participate in the study, have completed
the questionnaires completely, and have at least a
high school diploma, a marital history of more than
10 years, and a maximum of one child with
intellectual disability. Exclusion criteria included
absence for more than two sessions, having a
psychiatric history, incomplete completion of the
questionnaire, and withdrawal from the study. In line
with ethical considerations, before participating in the
research, the subjects were given the necessary
information about the objectives, duration of the
research, and how to cooperate during the study, and
after obtaining their informed written consent, they
were selected as the research unit. Then, the data
obtained from the research were analyzed using
analysis of covariance using SPSS-25 software. It
should be noted that to observe ethical standards and
reduce the suffering spirit of the control group, the
results were confidentially provided to the
participants, and at the end, while appreciating them,
the emotion regulation training program was
intensively taught to the participants of the control
group in 6 sessions.

Results
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Table 1. The results of multivariate analysis of covariance on the mean scores of dependent variables in the experimental and control groups

Group membership exams value df Df error f p n
Pilay effect 0.536 3 33 12.7 <0.001 0.536
Model Wilks_ Lambda 0.464 3 33 12.7 <0.001 0.536
Hoteling effect 1.15 3 33 12.7 <0.001 0.536
The largest root on 1.15 3 33 12.7 <0.001 0.536
Pilay effect 0.774 3 33 37.7 <0.001 0.774
Group Wilkst Lambda 0.226 3 33 37.7 <0.001 0.774
Hoteling effect 34 3 33 37.7 <0.001 0.774
The largest root on 3.4 3 88 37.7 <0.001 0.774

As can be seen in Table 1, the results obtained from
multivariate analysis of covariance show that the
overall F in the post-test stage is significant with the
lambda value of Wilkes 0.226 at the level of P<0.001,
which indicates that the experimental interventions
have been effective in improving at least one of the
dependent variables. In addition, according to the
Wilkes lambda index, it can be concluded that
emotion regulation training explains 77% of the
variance in the improvement of emotion regulation
skills, marital conflicts, and the possibility of divorce.

Because the significance level of all four tests is less
than the permissible limit. That is, there is a
significant difference between the mean of each
group. Also, the Eta (n?) value in the first line is 0.536
and, in the group, the position is 0.774. With these
explanations, it can be said that in general, the effect
of the intervention is significant. To find out this
difference, two analysis of covariance was performed
in the text of MANCOVA, the results of which are
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Results of Covariance Analysis in MANCOVA Text on Pre-Test and Post-Test Scores in Experimental and Control Groups

Dependent Variable Sum of Squares df Mean Square F B Eta Observed Power
Emotion regulation skills 728.7 1,35 728.7 41.131 0.005 0.539 0.854
Marital Conflicts 356 1,35 356 10.30 0.007  0.227 0.801
The possibility of divorce 896 1,35 896 103.7 0.001 0.748 0.889

Based on the results obtained in Table 2, the
difference between the mean scores of emotion
regulation skills, marital conflicts, and the probability
of divorce between the experimental and control
groups in the post-test stage is significant; In other
words, it can be said that emotion regulation training
has increased the scores of emotion regulation skills
(Fa and 35= 41.131, P< 0.001) in the experimental
group in the post-test stage and has decreased the
scores of marital conflicts (F ana 35= 10.30, P<0.001)
and the probability of divorce (F@ and 35= 103.7,
P< 0.001). The effect rate for emotion regulation
skills was 0.54, marital conflict 0.22, and divorce
probability was 0.74.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
emotion regulation techniques in reducing conflicts
and the probability of divorce in couples with
mentally retarded children in Darreh Shahr city of
Ilam province. The results of multivariate analysis of
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covariance (MANCOVA) showed that emotion
regulation training was effective in reducing marital
conflicts in couples with mentally retarded children.
In explaining these results, it can be said that by
holding educational and counseling sessions for
parents of mentally retarded children, they can be
taught ways to reduce stress. One of the effective
strategies in this regard is the use of emotion
regulation techniques. Effective emotion regulation
strategies are a way to reduce marital conflicts in
people. Because emotions have an adaptive inner
potential, if activated, they can help couples change
their emotional state. In this training, couples are
helped to identify, experience, discover, change, and
manage their emotions in a better way. People who
have a better ability to manage emotions and can
better get rid of negative emotions such as anxiety,
stress, and impulsivity, face fewer problems in life,
and if problems arise, they respond better to situations
and adapt to the environment. Managing emotions
can serve to organize emotions and prevent emotional
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crises. In addition, emotional organization increases a
person's ability to adapt socially. Emotional
facilitation with positive behavioral changes helps the
person to better adapt to the environment and
environmental stimuli.
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%, increase of emotional reactions

19 child's support attraction

1 “increase of individual's relation with relatives

12 decrease of family relation with spouse's relatives and friends
13, separation fnancial matters of spouses

14 reduce effective communication
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. Endure
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. Self-supporting
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