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Abstract

Objective: Childhood exposure to complex trauma can result in profound
psychological consequences in adulthood, particularly difficulties in emotion
regulation and low tolerance in interpersonal relationships. This study aimed to

: provide an in-depth understanding of the effects of complex trauma among Iranian

clients.

Research Methodology: A quasi-experimental design with pre-test, post-test, and a
two-month follow-up was employed, including a control group. Participants with a
history of complex trauma (emotional and physical neglect, as well as emotional,
physical, and sexual abuse) were recruited from clients at the Kish Health Center in
2023. Sample size was estimated using Cohen’s table with an effect size of 0.5, a
power of 0.8, and o = .05. Thirty-six eligible participants were randomly assigned to
two intervention groups and one control group (12 per group). All participants
completed the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS) at baseline.
Experimental group 1 received ten 90-minute sessions of an emotion-focused
therapy protocol, while experimental group 2 received ten 90-minute sessions of a
spiritual psychotherapy protocol. The control group did not receive any intervention.
After the interventions, all participants again completed the questionnaire, and the
same assessment was repeated at follow-up.

Findings: Findings indicated that emotion-focused therapy was more effective than
spiritual psychotherapy in reducing emotion regulation difficulties among
individuals with complex trauma. Moreover, the treatment effects persisted at the
two-month follow-up (p <.01).

Conclusion: Both emotion-focused therapy and spiritual psychotherapy are effective
in improving emotion regulation difficulties in individuals with complex trauma,

: with emotion-focused therapy demonstrating stronger outcomes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Experts divide trauma into two types: Type | trauma is created by single occurrences such as accidents and natural
catastrophes, and it may have comparable results to PTSD. Type Il trauma is caused by complex traumas and has
real repercussions on a person's attachment system and behavior (De Simone et al., 2024). Around 70% of
individuals have had a traumatic event in their lives, although complex trauma is more frequent among persons
who were mistreated as children. Researchers have found influential elements and approaches to reduce
psychological suffering. Emotion-focused therapy allows individuals to examine unpleasant feelings and
transform the meaning of their relationships. Behavioral therapy assists individuals in dealing with difficult
feelings and memories of trauma, understanding emotions, and using Gestalt therapies to minimize guilt and grief,
as well as addressing emotional processing issues and experiencing avoidance (Moksnes et al., 2024).

Researchers have recognized the important role of religion and spirituality in individual and social domains
(Jeserich et al., 2023). In Iran, there has been an increase in studies of religion in everyday life, which has been
shaped by cultural and historical contexts. People use religion to reduce stress and give meaning to their
circumstances (Haddadi et al., 2018). Religion has an impact on how people cope with psychological stress
(Hordern, 2023). As a source of support in the face of crises, religion strengthens cohesion and a sense of
belonging (Seneviwickrama et al., 2025). In people with mental illnesses, religious understanding can help them
endure pain and difficulties (Jim et al., 2015). Mani, with a spiritual-monotheistic approach, seeks to restore values
in the individual and emphasizes the importance of personality cohesion for mental health. Spiritual integrative
therapy, with a focus on unity and responsibility, considers biological, psychological, social, and spiritual
dimensions.

Spiritual integrative therapy addresses the internal conflicts of individuals and their relationship to parental
relationships and the child's understanding of the sacred, emphasizing that problems in these relationships can
cause conflict in the child's attitude towards God. In contrast, emotion-focused therapy sees internal conflicts as
conflicts between different parts of the individual and emphasizes the use of authentic emotions for mental health.
Spirituality in integrative therapy is expressed as a coping method and focuses on concepts such as patience and
love. This therapy also works on different emotions to create a coherent image of the sacred, while emotion-
focused therapy focuses more on negative emotional schemas. The emotion of attachment to parents and emotion-
focused and spiritual therapies have been emphasized, but emotion-focused therapy has not examined its
effectiveness on difficulty regulating emotions in complex trauma. Also, research that has focused solely on the
effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy on difficulty in emotion regulation has not been conducted. Based on
what has been stated, the present study seeks to answer the question: " What are the differences between the
effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and spiritually integrated therapy on difficulty in emotion regulation in
people with complex trauma?"

Methodology

The present study was conducted with an applied purpose and as a semi-experimental study with two experimental
groups and a control group. The statistical population included clients of Kish Health Center in 2023 and 36 people
were randomly selected. Experimental group 1 received the emotion-focused therapy protocol and experimental
group 2 received the spiritual psychotherapy protocol, while the control group did not receive any training. Ethical
principles were observed and the inclusion criteria included informed consent and diagnosis of complex trauma.
The exclusion criteria were also absence and illness during the study.

Research Instruments

Difficulty in Emotion Regulation Questionnaire Gratz and Romer (2004) designed and used this scale. This scale
initially consisted of 41 items, which were reduced to 36 items after factor analysis and internal consistency of
the items. Responses to the scale 5-point Likert scale was examined. The results are expressed as a total score and
separate scores (six points) on the subscales of difficulty in regulating emotion. Lack of emotional responses, lack
of emotional awareness, emotional ambiguity, difficulty in performing behaviors, limited access to emotional
regulation strategies are the six subscales of this questionnaire (Gratz and Roemer, 2004). Cronbach’s alpha
coefficient was determined to be 0.93 for the total score of the scale and above 0.80 for the subscales, indicating
its adequate internal consistency (Gratz et al., 2006). In Iran, Khanzadeh, Saeedian, Hossein Chari and Idrisi
(2012) evaluated the Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the subscales between 0.99 and 88.0 and the re-
establishment of the subscales after 7 days between 0.79 and 91.0. obtained the Beck Anxiety and Depression
Questionnaires, which showed a positive correlation between them (Khanzadeh et al., 2012). The data analysis
method was repeated-measures analysis of variance using SPSS software. It was version 27.
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Results

The results of the Bonferroni test comparing the time effect in Table 7 show that the difference in the mean scores
of the components and the total score of difficulty in emotion regulation in the pre-test-post-test and pre-test -
follow-up stages is statistically significant, but the difference in the mean scores of those scores in the post-test -
follow-up stages is not significant. Also, the results of the Bonferroni test comparing the group effects in Table 5
show that the difference in the mean scores of the components and the total score of difficulty in emotion
regulation in the two emotion-focused therapy and integrated spiritual therapy groups is statistically significant
compared to the control group. So that the implementation of both treatment methods caused the mean scores of
the components and the total score of difficulty in emotion regulation in the post-test and follow-up stages to
decrease compared to the pre-test stage. In line with the results related to the group effects in the Bonferroni test,
the trend of change in the mean scores of the components and the total score of difficulty in emotion regulation in
Table 3 shows that the changes caused by the implementation of emotion-focused therapy and integrated spiritual
therapy on the components and the total score of difficulty in emotion regulation remained stable after the end of
the treatment period. The results of Table 7 show that the difference in the effect of the two methods of emotion-
focused therapy and integrated spiritual therapy on the components of difficulty in performing goal-directed
behavior, difficulty in impulse control, lack of emotional awareness, limited access to strategies, emotional clarity
and total score of difficulty in emotion regulation is significant. So that compared to spiritually integrated therapy,
emotion-focused therapy has reduced the mean scores of those components and the total score of difficulty in
emotion regulation more. Accordingly, it can be said that although both emotion-focused therapy and spiritually
integrated therapy sustainably reduce difficulty in emotion regulation in people with complex trauma, despite this,
emotion-focused therapy is a more effective method for reducing difficulty in emotion regulation in those people
compared to spiritually integrated therapy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings show that there is a significant difference between the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and
spiritually integrated therapy on the difficulty in regulating emotions of people with complex trauma. People who
received emotion-focused therapy performed better in distress tolerance and sensitivity to rejection than those in
the spiritually integrated therapy group. These results are consistent with previous research. Patients’ distress is
caused by negative evaluation of themselves, which is closely related to self-concept. Changing self-concept can
affect the perception of others. Emotion-focused therapy improves self-confidence and self-concept by reducing
self-criticism and reduces fear of negative evaluation. Emotion-focused therapy helps people understand and
experience their emotions and, by improving symptoms in emotion regulation, manage problems related to
complex trauma. Emotions are inherently adaptive, and the inability to manage them can cause problems.
Emotion-focused therapy significantly reduced the components of non-acceptance of emotional responses,
difficulty in impulse control, and lack of emotional awareness more than spiritually integrated therapy. This
therapy focuses on accessing and processing emotions, while spiritually integrated therapy focuses more on
thinking about and accepting experiences. The root of emotion regulation difficulties is attributed to interpersonal
and attachment trauma. Research limitations include random selection and lack of control for gender. It is
suggested that future research be conducted with larger samples and follow-up periods and that an emotion-
focused approach be utilized in treatment services.
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