
 Review Article

150

Jurnal Keperawatan Padjadjaran, Volume 11 Issue 2 Augustl 2023

Couple-based interventions for 
secondary and tertiary prevention of 
intimate partner violence: A systematic 
review of randomized controlled trials

Faiqa Himma Emalia1 , Yati Afiyanti*2 , Imami Nur Rachmawati2

1Faculty of Nursing, University of Indonesia, Depok, Indonesia
2Maternity Nursing Department, Faculty of Nursing, University of Indonesia

Abstract
Background: Intimate partner violence (IPV) is the most tragic form of 
gender inequality and has devastating effects on women worldwide. A 
couple/family-based intervention approach has been developed and tested 
to address obstacles preventing intimate partner violence. 
Purpose: This review aimed to examine couple-based interventions for 
secondary and tertiary intimate partner violence prevention. 
Methods: The researcher searched the electronic databases ProQuest, 
Scopus, PubMed, Science Direct, SpringerLink, and Taylor & Francis for 
relevant articles. This review includes English/Indonesian research articles 
published between 2012 and 2022. This study reviewed various types of 
secondary and tertiary intimate partner violence prevention interventions 
and their effectiveness in reducing the incidence of intimate partner violence 
against women. Risk of bias assessment was performed used A Revised 
Cochrane Risk of Bias Tools for Randomized Controlled Trial (RoB 2). 
Results: From the search findings, 1,819 articles were found, of which 
fifteen were included in the review, comprising twelve secondary preventive 
interventions and three tertiary prevention interventions make up these 
fifteen articles. Couple-based interventions for secondary prevention include 
gender transformative interventions, enhancing relationships with partners, 
bolstering the family economy, and encouraging men’s participation in 
women’s reproductive health and parenting. Cognitive-behavioral therapy 
predominates interventions for tertiary prevention to eliminate risk factors. 
Conclusion: This article recommends using couple-based interventions 
under the population’s inherent risk factors and pays close attention to the 
safety of the implementation process.

Keywords: couple-based intervention; couple therapy; intimate partner 
violence; violence against women

Introduction
Violence against women is a significant public health issue, affecting an 
estimated 30% of women worldwide (World Health Organization, 2021). 
The most prevalent form of violence against women throughout the world 
is intimate partner violence (IPV). IPV is the most tragic form of gender 
inequality and has devastating effects on women worldwide (Simons & 
Sutton, 2021). According to the systematic review conducted by Sardinha 
et al. (2022), which analysed global, regional, and national prevalence 
estimates of intimate partner violence against women, approximately 27% 
of women worldwide between the ages of 15 and 49 experience physical or 
sexual violence conducted by their husbands or intimate partners. IPV is a 
traumatic experience with significant adverse effects on its victims; hence, 
the global prevalence of IPV is cause for concern.

Femicide, or the intentional killing of women due to gender inequality, 
is a tragic consequence of IPV (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
2018a). There are at least 50,000 domestic violence cases globally, of 
which 30,000 victims were murdered by their husbands or ex-husbands 
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(United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2018a, 
2018b). Besides death, IPV is also associated with 
depression and severe mental disorders in female 
survivors (Chandan et al., 2020); repeatedly abused 
female victims of IPV are more likely to suffer from 
depression, severe anxiety, and PTSD (Swartout et 
al., 2012). 

Efforts must be implemented to prevent violence 
against women to reduce the various losses 
associated with IPV. Intimate partner violence 
prevention interventions fall into three categories: 
primary, secondary, and tertiary (García-Moreno 
et al., 2015; Kirk et al., 2017; Murray & Graybeal, 
2007). According to the three types of literature, 
primary prevention in IPV is an action to prevent the 
first incident of IPV. This prevention is carried out 
in groups that are not at risk or in groups of women 
who have never experienced violence. Secondary 
prevention focuses on high-risk groups experiencing 
IPV, and   aims to detect IPV early and prevent an 
existing incident from escalating. The third criterion, 
tertiary prevention, is aimed at female victims of 
IPV (women at high risk of repeated IPV) so they 
do not suffer from death, disability, depression, 
and other fatal consequences. Primary prevention 
is necessary to reduce instances of IPV over time. 
However, secondary and tertiary prevention is urgent 
since they are acute, and it takes a long time to alter 
deeply rooted social beliefs (Kirk et al., 2017).

Awolaran et al. (2022) conducted a systematic 
review of several studies on personal/individual 
interventions for preventing IPV against women. 
These interventions for women include counselling, 
advocacy, provision of shelter, psychoeducation, 
training, and economic empowerment (Awolaran 
et al., 2022). The literature review recommends 
interventions that improve the quality of relationships 
with partners to reduce the incidence of IPV. 

This indicates that we must begin focusing on 
partner/family interventions to prevent and mitigate 
IPV (Dunkle et al., 2020). To address obstacles 
in preventing IPV cases, a couple/family-based 
intervention approach has been developed and 
tested (Keilholtz & Spencer, 2022). This approach 
raises concerns about the safety of victims due 
to forced reconciliation and demands shared 
accountability (Armenti & Babcock, 2016); however, 
if this intervention is managed responsibly, it has 
the potential to reduce the frequency and severity 
of partner violence (Dunkle et al., 2020). Moreover, 
several previous studies have shown that victims 
no longer face a high risk of experiencing IPV when 
they involve their partners in addressing IPV jointly 
(Stith et al., 2011). This fact is supported by research 
by Karakurt et al. (2016) which demonstrates that 
couple therapy can reduce or eliminate instances 
of violence, particularly among couples who 
experience situational violence. Therefore, this 
review will identify couple-based interventions for 
secondary and tertiary IPV prevention.

Methods

Design
Based on the Population, Interest, and Context 
(PICo) format, the clinical question in this review 
focuses on, for women at high risk for intimate 
partner violence (P), what are the family/couple-
based interventions (I), employed for secondary 
and tertiary intimate partner violence prevention 
(Co)? This systematic review has been registered in 
Prospero with ID Number CRD42023406278.

Search Method
This systematic review was limited to English/
Indonesian research articles published between 
2012 and 2022. Researchers located articles by 
using ProQuest, PubMed, ScienceDirect, Scopus, 
SpringerLink, and Taylor & Francis databases. 
Researchers searched for relevant articles by 
using the Boolean operators “OR” and “AND” in 
conjunction with the following keywords: (“intimate 
partner violence” OR “domestic violence” OR 
“domestic abuse” OR “intimate partner abuse” 
OR “violence against women”) AND (“couple 
therapy” OR “couple-based intervention” OR “family 
intervention”). Researchers identified and evaluated 
relevant articles based on the titles and abstracts 
of the research. The researchers then reviewed 
compliance with the inclusion criteria by reading 
the full text of the articles that had been screened. 
If it was discovered that the number of articles that 
met the criteria varied after the selection process, 
the researchers engaged in discussions until a 
consensus was reached. 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
This systematic review’s eligibility criteria were 
randomized controlled trials (RCTs), research on 
couple/family-based interventions for women at high 
risk of IPV, and the study’s location in any country. The 
exclusion criteria for this systematic review included 
research in which the participants were homosexual 
couples and/or unmarried teenage couples/couples 
who did not live together. Reduction in the frequency 
and/or severity of violence experienced by women 
was the outcome assessed in this systematic review. 
The selection of studies for this systematic review 
is guided by PRISMA guidelines 2020 (Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-
Analysis 2020). The selection of these studies is 
depicted in Figure 1’s chart. 

Data extraction
This systematic review examined the effectiveness 
of various interventions for the secondary and 
tertiary prevention of IPV in reducing the frequency 
and/or severity of IPV. Consequently, the data 
extracted for this systematic review included study 
location, characteristic of participants, intervention 
descriptions, duration, research outcomes 
instrument, and security protocol. 

Emalia, F.H.,  et al. (2023)
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Quality Appraisal
The authors also assessed the risk of bias in each 
study used A Revised Cochrane Risk of Bias Tools 
for Randomized Controlled Trial (RoB 2). The reason 
for adopting RoB 2 in this review is that all included 
studies are RCTs.

Results
In this systematic review, fifteen research articles 
met the inclusion criteria. Twelve articles are couple-
based secondary prevention intervention studies 
aimed at populations at high risk for or who have 
experienced mild to moderate IPV. The remaining 
articles concentrate on couple-based interventions 
for victims of moderate to severe IPV (tertiary 
prevention). Table 2   summarizes the description 
of each study.

Population, geography, and research sample 
Nine of the fifteen studies were conducted in Sub-
Saharan Africa, including three in Rwanda and six in 
Ethiopia, Zambia, Burkina Faso, Nigeria, Tanzania, 
and Côte d’Ivoire. The location of one study was in 
Iran, two studies in India, and five additional studies 
were conducted in the United States. The majority 

of female and male research participants in sub-
Saharan Africa had low levels of education and 
low socioeconomic standing (Chatterji et al., 2020; 
Doyle et al., 2018; Dunkle et al., 2020; Gupta et al., 
2013; Halim et al., 2019; Ismayilova et al., 2018; 
John et al., 2022; Sharma et al., 2020). 

Research Intervention
Twelve papers examined couple/family-based 
secondary violence reduction approaches. 
Eight studies performed gender transformation 
interventions (Chatterji et al., 2020; Doyle et al., 
2018; Dunkle et al., 2020; Gupta et al., 2013; 
Halim et al., 2019; John et al., 2022; Raj et al., 
2016; Schumm et al., 2018);  interventions aimed 
at enhancing the quality of romantic relationships 
(Bradley et al., 2012; Chatterji et al., 2020; Doss 
et al., 2020; Dunkle et al., 2020; John et al., 2022; 
Salivar et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2020; Taft et al., 
2022; Taft, Macdonald  et al., 2016);  campaigns 
for the prevention of violence with community 
partners (Chatterji et al., 2020; Dunkle et al., 2020);  
and instructing fatherhood and male participation 
in the reproductive health of women as partners 
(Babaheidarian et al., 2021; Doyle et al., 2018; John 
et al., 2022; Raj et al., 2016; Sharma et al., 2020).

Couple-based interventions for secondary

Figure 1. PRISMA Flow Diagram
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Table 1. Risk of Bias Assessment used RoB 2
Author 
(years)

Ran-
domi-za-

tion 
Process

Ran-
domi-za-

tion 
Process 
(point 1b 
for cRCT)

Deviations 
from the 
intended 
interven-

tions

Missing 
outcome 

data

Mea-
sure-ment 

of the 
outcome

Selection 
of the 

reported 
result

Overall 
Bias

Dunkle et al. 
(2020)

SC Low Low Low Low Low SC

Doyle et al. 
(2018)

Low Low Low Low Low Low

Raj et al. 
(2016)

SC SC Low Low Low Low High

Sharma et al. 
(2020)

Low Low Low Low Low Low Low

Ismayilova et 
al. (2018)

High Low Low Low Low Low High

John et al. 
(2022)

Low Low Low Low Low Low Low

Chatterji et al. 
(2020)

Low Low Low Low Low Low Low

Doss et al. 
(2020)

SC Low Low Low Low SC

Gupta et al. 
(2013)

Low Low Low Low Low Low

Halim et al. 
(2019)

Low Low Low Low Low Low Low

Bradley et al. 
(2014)

Low Low Low Low Low Low

Taft et al 
(2016)

Low Low Low Low Low Low

Murray et al. 
(2020)

Low Low Low Low Low Low

Babaheidarian 
et al. (2021)

SC SC Low Low Low High

Hartmann et 
al. (2021)

SC Low Low Low Low SC

Note: SC (some concern),  cRCT (clustered randomized controlled trial)

Several studies  integrated partner interventions 
with individual interventions, such as safe 
housing provision (Doyle et al., 2018), economic 
strengthening interventions (Gupta et al., 2013; 
Halim et al., 2019; Ismayilova et al., 2018), and 
livelihood development (Ismayilova et al., 2018).

The following three articles conduct couple-
based tertiary IPV prevention intervention studies. 
Most tertiary prevention strategies, such as 
cognitive-behavioral therapy, aim to eliminate factors 
that can trigger IPV; thus, spouses quit drinking 
alcohol (Hartmann et al., 2021) and consuming 
drugs (Murray et al., 2020). Meanwhile, another 
study counsels pregnant women and their partners 
or families to prevent IPV. More detailed explanation 
is summarized in Table 2. 

Research Result
Only Bradley et al. (2012), Raj et al. (2016), Chatterji 

et al. (2020) and Sharma et al. (2020) demonstrate 
the ineffectiveness of couple-based interventions in 
reducing the overall violence dimension. 

Risk of Bias
Risk of bias assessment in this review used A 
Revised Cochrane Risk of Bias Tools for Randomized 
Controlled Trial (RoB 2) developed by Sterne et al. 
(2019). We evaluated six domains in risk of bias 
assessment which are displayed in Table 1. 

Discussion
Most research on couple-based interventions for the 
secondary prevention of IPV is based on population-
level risk factors. In countries with solid patriarchal 
cultures, such as Sub-Saharan African nations, 
India, and Iran, gender equality and gender norm 
education/counselling interventions were conducted 

Emalia, F.H.,  et al. (2023)
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(Chatterji et al., 2020; Doyle et al., 
2018; Dunkle et al., 2020; Gupta et 
al., 2013; Halim et al., 2019; John et 
al., 2022; Raj et al., 2016; Schumm 
et al., 2018). This is consistent 
with the findings of OlaOlorun and 
John (2021) which determined that 
gender equality education (gender 
transformative intervention) for 
married couples in Nigeria could 
substantially increase women’s 
participation in household decision-
making. Increasing women’s 
participation in household decision-
making decreases their risk of 
experiencing partner violence 
(Ebrahim & Atteraya, 2019). 

In regions where most of the 
population has a low socioeconomic 
status, secondary prevention also 
includes interventions aimed at 
transforming gender roles and 
bolstering the local economy. This 
systematic review of economic 
strengthening interventions 
focuses exclusively only for women 
(Gupta et al., 2013; Halim et al., 
2019; Ismayilova et al., 2018) or 
women with their partners (John et 
al., 2022). Economic strengthening 
interventions that target women 
only seek to increase women’s 
autonomy (Ismayilova et al., 2018).  
Economically powerless women 
are vulnerable to IPV since they 
rely on their husbands and are 
typically unable to stop IPV (Mishra 
et al., 2014; Pineda et al., 2023). 
Moreover, economic strengthening 
interventions for couples aim to 
reduce the likelihood of IPV resulting 
from household conflicts (John et 
al., 2022). Research by Mishra et 
al. (2014) explained that husbands 
are stressed and frustrated by 
their families’ poor socioeconomic 
conditions, and, as a result, they 
resort to violence against their 
wives. This is supported by Stöckl 
et al. (2021) who found that family 
financial security may reduce IPV. 
Economic empowerment of the 
family is essential for managing 
finances and attaining financial 
security. However,   the articles by 
Bradley et al. (2012) and Doss et al. 
(2020)  reviewed in this systematic 
review did not provide economic 
strengthening interventions for 
low-income couples. This was 
because the research focused on 
interventions to improve the quality 
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of relationships due to family economic difficulties.
Couple-based interventions for secondary 

prevention of IPV that focus on improving the quality 
of relationships are found in the research by Bradley 
et al. (2012), Doss et al. (2016), and Taft et al. 
(2016). These studies only used relationship quality 
improvement interventions since the participants 
were couples at high risk of experiencing relationship 
distress. Research by Antle et al.(2011) proved that 
interventions that focused on promoting healthy 
relationships correlated with a decrease in the 
incidence of IPV.

Several studies have combined healthy 
relationship promotion with gender transformation 
interventions (Doyle et al., 2018; Dunkle et al., 
2020; Halim et al., 2019; John et al., 2022; Salivar 
et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2020). Relationship 
dissatisfaction is prevalent among participants with 
low socioeconomic status who reside in regions with 
a strongly patriarchal culture. Based on research 
by LaMotte et al. (2018), relationship-strengthening 
interventions are required because the lower the 
quality of the couple’s relationship, the higher the 
risk of one partner experiencing IPV (LaMotte et 
al., 2018). The three primary causal factors most 
frequently cited by the sample (LaMotte et al.,2018; 
Tubalawonya et al.,2019) are poor communication, 
lack of mutual trust with partners, and difficulty 
managing family finances. This addresses 
the significance of the content about effective 
communication, conflict management, and financial 
literacy that was reviewed in several studies in this 
review (Chatterji et al., 2020; Doyle et al., 2018; 
Dunkle et al., 2020; John et al., 2022; Salivar et al., 
2020; Sharma et al., 2020).

In addition, there are interventions involving 
men in reproductive health and parenting to reduce 
the frequency of IPV (Babaheidarian et al., 2021; 
Doyle et al., 2018; John et al., 2022; Raj et al., 
2016; Sharma et al., 2020). This is consistent with 
Haryanto’s (2018) research, which demonstrated 
that interventions involving men in women’s 
reproductive health and child care increased 
knowledge and positively correlated with changes 
in men’s attitudes and behavior. Changes in 
men’s attitudes and behaviors result in egalitarian 
relationships, increasing relationship satisfaction 
and child care and decreasing IPV in Indonesia 
(Haryanto, 2018).

Sharma et al. (2020) conducted research that 
resulted in gender transformative interventions 
and improved relationships for their participants. 
However, this intervention had no significant effect 
on reducing IPV incidence. The majority of male and 
female participants (> 70%) in this study had never 
received a formal education. These characteristics 
match those of the participants in the studies 
conducted by Gupta et al. (2013) and Ismayilova 
et al. (2018). That research by Gupta et al. (2013),  
Ismayilova et al. (2018) and Sharma et al. (2020) 
did not affect reducing physical violence between 
partners suggests that gender transformative 

interventions and improving the quality of 
relationships are insufficient to reduce the incidence 
of IPV among populations with low educational 
attainment. Interventions to strengthen the family 
economy must be implemented concurrently 
with gender-transformative interventions and 
promote healthy relationships for populations with 
predominantly low levels of education (Matjasko 
et al., 2018). Studies by Gupta et al. (2013) and 
Ismayilova et al. (2018) did provide participants with 
economic strengthening interventions. However, 
this intervention was only provided to women on 
an individual basis. It did not involve partners as a 
family, even though research indicates a correlation 
between an increase in a husband’s education 
and income and a decrease in physical violence 
in relationships (McCloskey et al., 2016; Stöckl et 
al., 2021). Besides that, for women who live in a 
patriarchal environment, economic strengthening 
interventions that only engage women increase the 
number of IPV since the male spouse experiences 
feeling threatened by financially independent 
women.

This explanation can also strengthen findings 
by Chatterji et al. (2020). Chatterji et al. (2020) and 
Dunkle et al. (2020) carried out the Indashyikirwa 
intervention in at-risk groups; however Chatterji 
et al. (2020) found that the intervention had no 
significant impact on reducing IPV, whereas Dunkle 
et al. (2020) found that the intervention significantly 
reduced IPV. In Chatterji et al.’s (2020) analysis 
of the characteristics of the participants, it was 
discovered that the majority (more than 50%) of the 
participants were women, who are the backbone of 
the family or responsible for meeting daily needs. 
In contrast to the research conducted by Dunkle et 
al. (2020), which was dominated by husbands who 
contribute to the family’s economic well-being, this 
study was dominated by wives who contribute to the 
family’s economy. Based on these characteristic, 
Chatterji et al. (2020) concluded that their study 
participants had a higher risk factor for violence 
since the majority of husbands were unemployed 
or financially insecure. This can be considered that 
interventions to strengthen the family economy 
involving couple (husbands and wives) can be 
added to Indashyikirwa.

Tertiary prevention interventions include 
cognitive-behavioral therapy and counselling. 
Cognitive-behavioral therapy in tertiary prevention 
aims to eliminate risk factors for IPV associated 
with perpetrators while retaining the participation 
of partners. This systematic review administered 
cognitive behavioral therapy to violent offenders 
who reported substance abuse and alcoholism 
(Hartmann et al., 2021; Murray et al., 2020). This 
is consistent with the findings of Easton and Crane 
(2016) who concluded that cognitive-behavioral 
therapy interventions to overcome alcohol and 
drug addiction had a positive effect on reducing the 
incidence of IPV.

Couples-based interventions can be undertaken 
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in developed and developing countries. However, 
each country has obstacles to implementing 
couple-based secondary and tertiary prevention 
interventions. In developing countries, a potential 
challenge is the strong patriarchal culture that 
causes women to fear social stigma should they 
request and receive interventions from formal 
institutions (Goodson & Hayes, 2021; Pioske, 2017). 
In addition, there is a limited number of available 
services offering interventions in developing 
nations (Asay et al., 2016). A possible challenge in 
developed countries is that women who are victims 
of violence are more inclined to seek assistance and 
leave their partners due to contemporary culture 
(Asay et al., 2016), making it challenging to promote 
couple-based interventions. 

The topic of couple-based interventions in 
developing countries should be dominated by 
gender equality, economic strengthening, and 
women’s empowerment. As pertains to developed 
countries, additional study on the causes and risk 
factors of intimate partner violence is required to 
determine the appropriate content of couple-based 
interventions. 

Additionally, the safety aspects of couple-based 
secondary and tertiary prevention interventions 
must be considered. This aspect of safety must 
be investigated further; thus, practitioners who 
administer couple-based interventions can consider 
the safety of IPV victims. All safety protocols used 
in the studies of this review are compiled in Table 
2. The security aspects that have been carried out 
by researchers in the articles in this study are in line 
with the recommendations in the study by Babcock 
et al. (2017) which recommended couple-based 
interventions only for couples who experience 
situational violence, including: 1) Violence resulting 
from poor quality relationships, with a low chance 
of physical violence; 2) Spouses do not engage in 
substance misuse or suffer from mental problems 
that can enhance the physical violence risk; 3) Violent 
offenders who accept responsibility for the violence 
they perpetrate without blaming their partners; 4) 
Violence that occurs from an incapacity to adapt to 
a given circumstance, as opposed to a desire for 
power and control. This aspect is being considered 
by researchers/academicians and practitioners; 
thus couple-based treatments, particularly in tertiary 
prevention, are conducted infrequently in either 
research or health services.

Limitations
This review’s search was restricted to English 
and Indonesian, which may have contributed to 
language bias. However, we conducted a literature 
search across six reputable databases to compile 
as many relevant articles as possible. Another 
limitation is that most included articles in this review 
had either some concern or a high risk of bias due 
to randomization, blinding, and the absence of an 
active placebo. Consequently, the bias assessment 
of each article was described using Cochrane RoB 

2.  

Conclusions
Regarding safety, this systematic review concluded 
that couple-based interventions are practical. The 
effectiveness of these interventions will increase 
if they are based on risk factors, such as gender 
transformative interventions for populations 
with strong patriarchal cultures, relationship-
strengthening interventions for populations at 
risk of experiencing relationship distress, and 
family economic strengthening interventions for 
populations with low educational and socioeconomic 
status. However, a single intervention is insufficient 
to reduce/prevent IPV; combining multiple 
interventions will strengthen the effectiveness of 
these interventions. Couple-based interventions 
in tertiary IPV prevention require a higher level of 
expertise due to cognitive behavioral therapy, which 
only experts or certified practitioners can perform. 
Tertiary prevention interventions are risky; therefore, 
a qualified security protocol is required. These 
interventions must also consider security aspects, 
such as establishing a safe house that IPV victims 
can access, providing resources for victims to seek 
assistance, and regularly contacting them to ensure 
their safety. In addition, the researcher suggests 
additional research to compare the effectiveness of 
family-based interventions involving partners and 
other family members, as this research is limited.
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