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ABSTRACT: Emotional abuse within families represents a pervasive yet often overlooked factor contributing 

to relational dysfunction, psychological distress, and long-term mental health challenges. This study examines 
the intersections of religious values, intra-family power dynamics, and the mental health outcomes of 
individuals exposed to emotional abuse in household settings. Despite growing research on domestic violence, 
the psychosocial and spiritual dimensions of emotional abuse remain underexplored, particularly in relation to 
how religious norms shape perceptions, responses, and coping strategies. The study aims to investigate how 
religious teachings and family hierarchies influence the experience and consequences of emotional 
maltreatment, and how these factors impact mental well-being. Drawing on Family Systems Theory and 
sociological perspectives on religion and authority, the study highlights the complex interplay between 
normative expectations, parental or caregiver power, and the psychological health of family members. 
Findings indicate that rigid power structures, compounded by misinterpretation or misuse of religious values, 
exacerbate emotional abuse, leading to heightened stress, anxiety, depression, and impaired relational 
functioning. The study concludes that fostering awareness, ethical religious engagement, and equitable family 
dynamics is critical to mitigating emotional abuse and promoting mental health. Recommendations emphasize 
the integration of faith-informed counseling, social work interventions, and parental education programs to 
strengthen family resilience. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Emotional abuse is a subtle yet pervasive form of family maltreatment that profoundly 
affects relational dynamics and individual well-being. Unlike physical abuse, emotional abuse often 
leaves no visible scars, yet its psychological and social consequences can be long-lasting and 
debilitating. It encompasses behaviors such as verbal aggression, manipulation, humiliation, 
intimidation, and neglect, which undermine self-esteem, autonomy, and emotional security (Glaser, 
2020). Within the family context, emotional abuse disrupts trust, communication, and cohesion, 
contributing to breakdowns in household stability and functioning. Despite its prevalence, emotional 
abuse remains under-researched compared to other forms of domestic violence, particularly in 
relation to how religious values and power dynamics shape both its occurrence and its impact on 
mental health. 

The family is widely recognized as a fundamental social institution that provides support, 
protection, and moral guidance. However, the same structures that are designed to nurture can also 
become sites of harm when hierarchical norms, authority misuse, and relational imbalances are 
present. Power dynamics within families, often influenced by cultural and religious teachings, can 
legitimize controlling behaviors or silence victims, perpetuating cycles of emotional maltreatment 
(Keller et al., 2021). Religious values, while offering moral guidance and ethical frameworks, may 
also inadvertently reinforce rigid family hierarchies, gendered roles, or obedience expectations, 
creating conditions in which emotional abuse can flourish. The interplay between religion, power, 
and family authority therefore represents a critical lens through which to examine the causes and 
consequences of emotional abuse. 

Emotional abuse has significant mental health implications. Individuals exposed to such 

mailto:stephen.amadi05@gmail.com
mailto:Eucharia.lekara@iaue.edu.ng


Stephen Egwuatu Amadi PhD & Eucharia Barizomdu Lekara - Emotional Abuse and Family Breakdown: 
Religious Values, Power Dynamics, and Mental Health Outcomes 

Volume: 8  Issue: 2  June, 2026          131  

maltreatment often experience chronic stress, anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and difficulties 
in forming and maintaining healthy relationships (Stoltenborgh et al., 2020). These psychological 
outcomes are compounded when emotional abuse is sustained over time or occurs alongside other 
forms of domestic dysfunction. Research indicates that family breakdown, including separation, 
conflict, or chronic relational stress, frequently accompanies emotional abuse, highlighting its 
potential to destabilize households and impair long-term psychosocial development. 

Despite increasing attention to domestic violence in social work and psychology, gaps 
remain in understanding how emotional abuse interacts with religious and cultural contexts to shape 
mental health outcomes. Studies that explore this intersection are limited, particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa and other regions where religious beliefs strongly influence family structures and 
interpersonal relationships. Additionally, there is a lack of comprehensive frameworks that integrate 
sociological, religious, and psychological perspectives to address both the causes and effects of 
emotional abuse. Addressing this gap is crucial for informing effective interventions, social work 
practices, and policies that protect vulnerable family members while promoting ethical, faith-
informed guidance. 

This study is therefore designed to examine the relationship between emotional abuse, 
religious values, power dynamics, and mental health outcomes within households. Drawing on 
Family Systems Theory, which conceptualizes families as interconnected units in which the behavior 
of one member affects the entire system and sociological perspectives on religion and authority, this 
research seeks to illuminate the mechanisms through which emotional abuse occurs and persists. It 
also investigates how religious and ethical frameworks can serve both as protective factors and, 
when misapplied, as contributors to family dysfunction. 

By exploring these dynamics, the study aims to provide insights for families, religious 
leaders, social workers, and policymakers on mitigating the harmful effects of emotional abuse and 
strengthening household stability. Understanding the intersections of religion, power, and mental 
health in the context of emotional abuse is essential not only for academic inquiry but also for 
practical interventions that promote resilient, ethically grounded, and psychologically healthy 
families. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
Emotional abuse often referred to as psychological or verbal maltreatment constitutes one 

of the most insidious forms of family dysfunction. It includes behaviors such as humiliation, 
intimidation, excessive criticism, emotional neglect, and manipulation, which systematically 
undermine the victim's sense of self-worth and emotional stability (Glaser, 2020). Unlike physical 
abuse, emotional abuse is less visible, making it harder to detect and address, yet its consequences 
are profound and enduring. Scholars have consistently highlighted its association with mental health 
challenges, including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and difficulties in social 
functioning (Stoltenborgh et al., 2020). 

Family systems provide the primary context in which emotional abuse occurs. According to 
Family Systems Theory, families operate as interconnected units, and the dysfunction of one 
member can reverberate across the entire household (Nichols & Davis, 2020). Emotional abuse 
disrupts communication patterns, fosters relational tension, and weakens trust among family 
members, often resulting in breakdowns in cohesion and household stability. These dynamics are 
particularly pronounced in households where hierarchical power structures prevail, as rigid authority 
can create environments in which emotional maltreatment is normalized or overlooked. Research 
suggests that authoritarian parenting styles, characterized by high control and low warmth, are 
strongly correlated with higher incidences of emotional abuse (Keller et al., 2021). 

Religious values exert significant influence on family functioning and can mediate the 
experience and perception of emotional abuse. Religious teachings often provide moral guidance, 
emphasizing obedience, respect for elders, and adherence to ethical principles (Mahoney et al., 
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2020). While these values can foster supportive family environments, they may also unintentionally 
reinforce rigid hierarchies and suppress victim agency, creating conditions conducive to emotional 
abuse. In some contexts, misinterpretations of religious doctrine are used to justify coercive or 
controlling behaviors, thereby perpetuating cycles of psychological harm. Conversely, positive 
religious engagement has been identified as a protective factor, offering resilience, moral grounding, 
and social support that mitigate the adverse effects of maltreatment (Pargament et al., 2020). 

Power dynamics within families are another critical factor in the occurrence and persistence 
of emotional abuse. Patriarchal structures, elder dominance, and gendered hierarchies contribute to 
unequal distribution of authority and decision-making power (Stith et al., 2020). Such imbalances 
can enable abusive behaviors to go unchecked, as victims may feel unable to challenge authority or 
report mistreatment. Power asymmetries not only shape the form and intensity of emotional abuse 
but also influence its psychological impact, with greater disparity often resulting in more severe 
mental health outcomes. Gendered power relations are particularly salient, as women and children 
frequently occupy positions of lower authority within household hierarchies, increasing their 
vulnerability to abuse. 

The mental health consequences of emotional abuse are well-documented. Victims often 
experience chronic stress, emotional dysregulation, and impaired social functioning, which can 
extend into adulthood, affecting interpersonal relationships and occupational performance (Norman 
et al., 2021). Children exposed to emotional abuse are at increased risk of internalizing problems 
such as anxiety and depression, as well as externalizing behaviors including aggression and 
delinquency. The psychological effects are compounded when abuse occurs alongside other forms of 
familial dysfunction, such as domestic violence, neglect, or substance misuse. Longitudinal studies 
suggest that early exposure to emotional maltreatment has cumulative effects, predisposing 
individuals to psychiatric disorders and relational difficulties later in life (Gilbert et al., 2020). 

Despite the substantial evidence on emotional abuse, research gaps remain. Studies 
exploring the intersection of religion, family power structures, and mental health outcomes are 
limited, particularly in regions where religious norms significantly shape household behaviors. 
Additionally, most interventions focus on physical or sexual abuse, with less emphasis on 
psychosocial and faith-informed strategies for addressing emotional maltreatment. Understanding 
how religious values, ethical norms, and family hierarchies contribute to or mitigate abuse is crucial 
for developing culturally sensitive and effective interventions (Mahoney et al., 2020). 

Social work and counseling literature emphasize the need for integrated approaches that 
consider psychosocial, cultural, and spiritual dimensions of emotional abuse. Faith-based counseling, 
psycho-education for parents, and empowerment programs for victims have shown promise in 
fostering resilience and promoting mental health (Pargament et al., 2020). Such approaches 
recognize that emotional abuse cannot be addressed solely through legal or behavioral 
interventions; instead, effective strategies must engage with the relational, ethical, and spiritual 
contexts of family life. 

In conclusion, existing literature highlights the multifaceted nature of emotional abuse, 
encompassing psychological, relational, and socio-religious dimensions. Emotional abuse negatively 
affects mental health and disrupts household stability, while religious values and family power 
dynamics play dual roles as both potential risk factors and protective influences. Recognizing these 
interconnections is essential for developing holistic interventions, guiding social work practices, and 
informing policies aimed at strengthening family resilience and promoting psychological well-being. 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
Understanding emotional abuse within families requires an integrated approach that 

accounts for relational dynamics, power structures, and socio-religious influences. Theoretical 
frameworks provide critical lenses for analyzing how emotional abuse occurs, its effects on mental 
health, and the ways in which religious and cultural norms shape family interactions. This study 
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employs a combination of Family Systems Theory, Sociological Perspectives on Religion, and 
Psychological Trauma Frameworks to examine emotional abuse and its consequences on household 
stability and individual well-being. 

Family Systems Theory conceptualizes the family as a complex, interconnected unit, where 
the behavior of one member inevitably affects the entire system (Nichols & Davis, 2020). This 
perspective emphasizes that emotional abuse is not an isolated phenomenon, but a relational 
process embedded within family interactions. Patterns of communication, conflict resolution, and 
authority distribution within the household can either perpetuate or mitigate abusive behaviors. For 
example, families characterized by poor communication, rigid hierarchies, and lack of emotional 
responsiveness are more likely to experience sustained emotional abuse, as individuals struggle to 
assert boundaries or seek support. The theory also highlights the concept of feedback loops, where 
the effects of abuse reinforce dysfunctional patterns, further destabilizing family cohesion. Children 
who witness emotional abuse may internalize maladaptive coping mechanisms, which then influence 
sibling relationships, parental interactions, and overall family functioning. 

Sociological perspectives on religion provide additional insight into the interplay between 
spiritual values and family dynamics. Religion often establishes ethical and moral norms that 
influence parental authority, obedience, and relational expectations within households (Mahoney et 
al., 2020). These norms can function as protective factors, providing a framework for empathy, 
mutual respect, and ethical behavior. However, when religious teachings are misinterpreted or 
rigidly applied, they can exacerbate power imbalances and legitimize emotional maltreatment. For 
instance, doctrines emphasizing unquestioning obedience to parents or elders may discourage 
victims from expressing concerns or seeking help, thereby perpetuating cycles of abuse. By 
examining how religious values intersect with authority structures, this framework allows for a 
nuanced understanding of the conditions under which emotional abuse is sustained and the 
mechanisms through which it affects mental health. 

Psychological trauma frameworks complement the systemic and sociological perspectives by 
emphasizing the individual consequences of emotional abuse. Chronic exposure to verbal 
aggression, manipulation, and neglect can disrupt emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, and 
social development (Stoltenborgh et al., 2020). Trauma theory explains how repeated psychological 
harm activates stress responses, alters neural pathways, and affects emotional processing, resulting 
in long-term vulnerabilities such as anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, and difficulties in forming 
trusting relationships. Trauma-informed approaches also highlight the importance of recognizing the 
signs of emotional abuse, understanding its cumulative impact, and developing strategies to 
promote resilience and recovery. 

Integrating these three frameworks provides a multidimensional lens for analyzing 
emotional abuse. Family Systems Theory situates abuse within the relational context, highlighting 
the interactions and feedback loops that perpetuate harmful behaviors. Sociological perspectives on 
religion illuminate how spiritual values shape power dynamics and ethical reasoning, influencing 
both the occurrence and perception of abuse. Trauma frameworks foreground the psychological and 
emotional consequences, emphasizing the need for interventions that address both individual well-
being and systemic dysfunction. Together, these perspectives facilitate a comprehensive 
understanding of emotional abuse as a phenomenon that is simultaneously relational, cultural, and 
psychological. 

Applying these frameworks to empirical studies reveals patterns in the causes and effects of 
emotional abuse. For example, research indicates that households with rigid hierarchical structures 
and authoritarian parenting are more prone to psychological maltreatment, with religious norms 
sometimes reinforcing these hierarchies (Keller et al., 2021). In such environments, victims may 
experience prolonged stress, internalized guilt, and impaired mental health outcomes. Conversely, 
families that integrate relational warmth, open communication, and ethically grounded religious 
guidance are more likely to prevent or mitigate the effects of emotional abuse (Pargament et al., 
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2020). These findings underscore the importance of examining abuse not merely as an individual 
pathology but as a systemic issue influenced by cultural, spiritual, and relational factors. 

Furthermore, understanding power dynamics through these theoretical lenses provides 
insight into gendered experiences of emotional abuse. Sociological and family systems perspectives 
reveal that women and children frequently occupy positions of lower authority, increasing their 
vulnerability to manipulation, criticism, and emotional neglect (Stith et al., 2020). Religious norms 
that prioritize male authority or elder obedience can exacerbate these vulnerabilities if misapplied, 
highlighting the critical role of faith-informed ethical reflection in moderating family power relations. 
Trauma frameworks emphasize that repeated exposure to such power imbalances contributes to 
cumulative psychological harm, including chronic anxiety, depression, and relational difficulties in 
adulthood. 

The integrated theoretical approach also informs intervention strategies. By combining 
insights from family systems, religion, and trauma theory, practitioners can develop interventions 
that address the root causes of emotional abuse while promoting recovery and resilience. For 
example, social work interventions might focus on restructuring communication patterns, fostering 
equitable decision-making, and integrating religiously grounded moral guidance to encourage ethical 
behavior and emotional support. Trauma-informed counseling can provide victims with coping 
strategies, emotional validation, and pathways for healing, while also addressing systemic factors 
that sustain abuse. Religious leaders and faith communities can play complementary roles, offering 
mentorship, ethical frameworks, and moral reinforcement that align with therapeutic objectives. 

In conclusion, the theoretical framework for this study underscores the multidimensional 
nature of emotional abuse in families. Family Systems Theory elucidates relational patterns and 
feedback mechanisms, sociological perspectives on religion illuminate the influence of spiritual 
values and hierarchical power dynamics, and trauma frameworks highlight the psychological 
consequences of sustained abuse. Together, these perspectives provide a robust lens for 
understanding the causes, processes, and outcomes of emotional abuse, offering practical 
implications for interventions, social work practice, and faith-informed approaches to promoting 
household stability and mental health. 

 

Religious Values and Family Norms 
Religious values are central to shaping family norms, behaviors, and relational expectations 

in many societies. These values influence parenting practices, household hierarchies, and moral 
guidance, often serving as the ethical framework through which family members navigate 
interactions, decision-making, and conflict resolution (Mahoney et al., 2020). In many households, 
religious teachings reinforce concepts of respect for elders, obedience to authority, and adherence 
to ethical principles. While these values can promote stability, cohesion, and ethical conduct, they 
can also inadvertently legitimize controlling behaviors or suppress dissent, creating an environment 
conducive to emotional abuse. 

One significant aspect of religious influence is its role in defining parental authority and 
household hierarchies. Doctrines emphasizing obedience, filial piety, and respect for parental 
decisions can foster harmony when applied ethically, but may also be misinterpreted to justify 
excessive control, criticism, or manipulation (Pargament et al., 2020). For instance, parents or 
guardians may use religious teachings to enforce compliance or silence children’s perspectives, 
framing such control as morally justified. This dynamic not only increases the risk of emotional abuse 
but also affects children’s psychological development, as they internalize messages of subordination 
and reduced self-efficacy. Research indicates that in households where religious authority is rigidly 
enforced, children and younger family members are more vulnerable to verbal aggression, 
emotional neglect, and coercion, often experiencing stress, anxiety, and diminished self-esteem 
(Keller et al., 2021). 

Religious values also play a protective role when aligned with ethical parenting and 



Stephen Egwuatu Amadi PhD & Eucharia Barizomdu Lekara - Emotional Abuse and Family Breakdown: 
Religious Values, Power Dynamics, and Mental Health Outcomes 

Volume: 8  Issue: 2  June, 2026          135  

supportive family practices. Families that integrate spiritual teachings with open communication, 
empathy, and relational warmth tend to foster environments that discourage abuse while promoting 
moral development and emotional resilience (Mahoney et al., 2020). Religious participation, 
including communal worship, prayer, and ethical reflection, can reinforce prosocial behaviors and 
strengthen relational bonds. Adolescents and children in such households are better equipped to 
navigate moral dilemmas, regulate emotions, and build secure attachments, mitigating the 
psychological impact of potential conflicts. 

Moreover, religious communities can serve as external sources of moral guidance and social 
support. Faith leaders and mentors often provide counseling, ethical reflection, and conflict 
resolution, complementing parental guidance and reinforcing relational norms that discourage 
emotional abuse (Pargament et al., 2020). Structured activities, youth groups, and mentorship 
programs offer adolescents opportunities to develop coping skills, ethical reasoning, and social 
competence, which further buffer against the detrimental effects of abuse within the household. 
Such engagement underscores the importance of integrating family-based and community-based 
approaches to promote household stability and emotional well-being. 

However, the intersection of religious values and cultural expectations can sometimes 
exacerbate power imbalances, particularly in patriarchal or hierarchical societies. When religious and 
cultural norms converge to emphasize male authority or elder dominance, the potential for 
emotional abuse increases, especially when questioning or dissent is discouraged (Stith et al., 2020). 
Victims may experience moral conflict, guilt, or shame, believing that resistance to abuse constitutes 
spiritual disobedience. These dynamics highlight the dual nature of religion in family life: it can serve 
as both a protective factor and a risk factor, depending on interpretation, application, and the 
ethical climate of the household. 

Understanding religious values in relation to family norms is therefore essential for 
addressing emotional abuse. Interventions aimed at mitigating abuse must consider the moral 
frameworks and ethical principles guiding household behavior. Faith-informed counseling, parental 
education programs, and community workshops can help caregivers interpret religious teachings in 
ways that support equitable authority, respectful communication, and relational support. Such 
approaches not only reduce the prevalence of emotional abuse but also strengthen moral reasoning, 
resilience, and overall family cohesion. 

In conclusion, religious values significantly shape family norms and behaviors, influencing 
both the risk and prevention of emotional abuse. When applied ethically and balanced with 
relational warmth and open communication, religious teachings promote household stability, moral 
development, and emotional resilience. Conversely, rigid or misapplied religious authority can 
legitimize control, suppress victim agency, and exacerbate psychological distress. Recognizing the 
dual influence of religion on family life is critical for developing culturally and spiritually informed 
interventions that protect vulnerable family members and foster healthy, ethically grounded 
households. 

 

Power Dynamics and Household Hierarchies 
Power dynamics within families play a crucial role in shaping relational interactions, 

authority structures, and the potential for emotional abuse. Families are inherently hierarchical 
systems in which authority is distributed unevenly, often reflecting cultural, religious, and gendered 
norms (Stith et al., 2020). These hierarchies can influence decision-making, communication patterns, 
and the enforcement of rules, creating environments where emotional abuse can emerge and 
persist. Understanding how power is exercised and maintained within households is essential for 
analyzing the causes and consequences of psychological maltreatment. 

Authoritarian parenting is a common manifestation of power imbalance in households. This 
style is characterized by strict control, high expectations for obedience, and limited responsiveness 
to children’s emotional needs (Keller et al., 2021). Parents or guardians may employ verbal 
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aggression, criticism, or manipulation to enforce compliance, which can constitute emotional abuse. 
Children and other dependent family members subjected to such authority often internalize feelings 
of inadequacy, low self-esteem, and fear, which can have long-term implications for their 
psychological health and social functioning. Authoritarian approaches also reduce opportunities for 
open dialogue and mutual understanding, reinforcing hierarchical control at the expense of 
relational warmth. 

Gendered power relations further complicate household hierarchies. In many societies, men 
are positioned as primary authority figures, while women and children occupy subordinate roles 
(Stith et al., 2020). This asymmetry can create conditions where emotional abuse is more likely to 
affect those with less authority, particularly female children, spouses, or younger siblings. Control is 
exerted through criticism, manipulation, intimidation, and emotional neglect, often justified by 
cultural or religious expectations of obedience. Such dynamics perpetuate cycles of abuse, as victims 
may feel morally obligated to comply with authority figures and reluctant to challenge mistreatment. 
The cumulative effect of these experiences can include anxiety, depression, emotional dysregulation, 
and difficulties in forming healthy interpersonal relationships. 

Emotional abuse is also influenced by intra-family competition for power, status, and 
recognition. Sibling rivalries, conflicts between extended family members, or disputes over decision-
making authority can exacerbate stress and contribute to patterns of psychological harm (Glaser, 
2020). Caregivers who perceive threats to their authority or household control may resort to verbal 
aggression, intimidation, or emotional manipulation to maintain dominance. This reinforces systemic 
imbalances, as children or less powerful family members may be compelled to adopt submissive 
roles, internalize guilt, or develop maladaptive coping strategies, such as withdrawal or aggression. 
The interplay between power dynamics and religious values further shapes the risk of emotional 
abuse. Households that combine rigid authority structures with misinterpreted religious teachings 
may inadvertently legitimize coercive behaviors. For example, directives emphasizing obedience to 
parents or elders may be used to justify verbal reprimands, shaming, or emotional coercion. 
Conversely, religious teachings that emphasize compassion, mutual respect, and ethical 
responsibility can moderate power imbalances, encouraging caregivers to exercise authority with 
sensitivity and relational awareness (Mahoney et al., 2020). The ethical application of religious 
values within hierarchical structures can thus serve as a protective factor against emotional abuse. 

Power dynamics also affect coping mechanisms and resilience among victims. Individuals in 
lower authority positions may develop adaptive strategies, such as seeking support from extended 
family, faith communities, or social networks, to counteract the negative effects of emotional abuse 
(Pargament et al., 2020). Conversely, households lacking support systems or where hierarchical 
rigidity is extreme may exacerbate psychological distress, leading to chronic stress, depression, 
anxiety, and impaired social functioning. Understanding these dynamics is essential for designing 
interventions that address not only individual symptoms but also systemic factors that sustain 
abuse. 

Social work and counseling approaches must consider household hierarchies when 
addressing emotional abuse. Strategies such as family therapy, conflict resolution training, and 
empowerment programs can help rebalance power, improve communication, and reduce the 
likelihood of psychological maltreatment. Faith-informed interventions can further enhance these 
approaches by providing ethical frameworks, moral guidance, and relational support aligned with 
religious teachings (Pargament et al., 2020). Policies aimed at promoting equitable authority, ethical 
parenting, and household accountability are also critical for preventing abuse and fostering stable 
family environments. 

In conclusion, power dynamics and household hierarchies are central to understanding the 
occurrence and persistence of emotional abuse. Authoritarian parenting, gendered authority, and 
hierarchical rigidity create environments conducive to psychological maltreatment, while ethical 
application of religious values and supportive relational practices can mitigate these risks. 
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Addressing power imbalances through social work interventions, faith-informed guidance, and policy 
initiatives is essential for reducing emotional abuse, promoting mental health, and strengthening 
household stability. 
 

Mental Health Outcomes of Emotional Abuse 
Emotional abuse within families has profound and far-reaching effects on the mental health 

of victims. Unlike physical abuse, its impacts are often invisible, yet the psychological and emotional 
consequences can be pervasive, affecting cognitive functioning, emotional regulation, and social 
interactions over the long term (Glaser, 2020). Chronic exposure to verbal aggression, manipulation, 
and neglect undermines the victim’s sense of self-worth, identity, and emotional stability, 
contributing to a range of psychological disorders including anxiety, depression, and post-traumatic 
stress (Stoltenborgh et al., 2020). 

Children who experience emotional abuse often internalize negative self-perceptions, 
believing they are unworthy or inadequate. This internalization can manifest as low self-esteem, 
feelings of shame, and heightened self-criticism, which may persist into adolescence and adulthood. 
Adolescents may also exhibit externalizing behaviors such as aggression, defiance, or social 
withdrawal, reflecting maladaptive coping mechanisms developed in response to household 
stressors (Norman et al., 2021). Over time, these patterns can interfere with academic achievement, 
peer relationships, and the ability to form healthy romantic or social bonds, perpetuating cycles of 
relational difficulties and emotional instability. 

Adults who have experienced emotional abuse in childhood or within intimate family 
relationships similarly face enduring mental health challenges. Research shows a strong correlation 
between childhood emotional maltreatment and adult psychiatric conditions, including major 
depressive disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and substance abuse (Gilbert et al., 2020). 
Additionally, emotional abuse impairs interpersonal functioning, reducing trust, empathy, and the 
capacity for secure attachment. These deficits not only affect personal relationships but may also 
hinder professional success and community engagement, highlighting the systemic consequences of 
psychological maltreatment. 

The mental health outcomes of emotional abuse are further influenced by the context of 
religious values and family hierarchies. In households where rigid authority and misapplied religious 
norms prevail, victims may experience moral conflict, guilt, or shame, exacerbating psychological 
distress (Mahoney et al., 2020). Conversely, ethical, and supportive application of religious teachings 
can serve as a protective factor, fostering resilience, coping skills, and moral grounding. Individuals 
with access to faith-based support, ethical guidance, and open family communication are better able 
to navigate the psychological impacts of abuse and maintain emotional well-being. 

Cumulative stress resulting from ongoing emotional abuse also affects neurobiological 
functioning. Chronic exposure to stressors activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, 
leading to prolonged release of cortisol and other stress hormones, which can disrupt brain 
development and emotional regulation (Stoltenborgh et al., 2020). These physiological changes 
increase susceptibility to anxiety, depression, and psychosomatic illnesses, illustrating the 
interconnectedness of emotional abuse, mental health, and overall physical well-being. 

Moreover, social isolation and lack of support exacerbate the mental health consequences 
of emotional abuse. Victims, who lack access to supportive networks, including extended family, 
peers, or faith communities, often experience heightened stress, loneliness, and a sense of 
helplessness (Pargament et al., 2020). Conversely, supportive relationships and counseling 
interventions can buffer these effects, enabling victims to develop coping strategies, self-efficacy, 
and adaptive responses to relational stressors. Programs that integrate social support, therapeutic 
guidance, and ethical frameworks have been shown to improve resilience, emotional regulation, and 
mental health outcomes in individuals affected by emotional abuse. 

Finally, the intergenerational transmission of emotional abuse has significant implications 
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for mental health. Children who grow up in emotionally abusive households are more likely to adopt 
maladaptive parenting practices in adulthood, perpetuating cycles of abuse and psychological harm 
(Stith et al., 2020). Addressing these patterns requires interventions that target individual recovery 
and systemic family dynamics, including education, counseling, and faith-informed ethical guidance. 

In conclusion, emotional abuse in families has extensive mental health consequences, 
including anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, impaired relational functioning, and 
intergenerational transmission of maladaptive behaviors. These outcomes are influenced by family 
hierarchies, gendered authority, and the ethical application of religious values. Protective factors 
such as supportive relationships, faith-based guidance, and therapeutic interventions can mitigate 
the psychological impact of emotional abuse, highlighting the need for integrated approaches that 
address both systemic and individual dimensions of family dysfunction. 

 

Socio-religious Implications for Social Work and Counseling 
Emotional abuse within families presents complex challenges for social work and counseling, 

particularly when religious values and household power dynamics intersect. Effective interventions 
must address not only the psychological consequences of abuse but also the relational and ethical 
contexts in which it occurs. Socio-religious perspectives are essential in understanding how faith, 
morality, and authority shape family interactions and the experiences of victims, providing a 
framework for culturally sensitive and ethically grounded support (Mahoney et al., 2020). 

Religious communities often serve as both a source of guidance and a site for potential 
intervention. Clergy, faith leaders, and mentors can provide moral and ethical reflection that 
encourages healthy family interactions, discourages abusive behaviors, and promotes reconciliation 
(Pargament et al., 2020). Faith-based counseling initiatives can support families in aligning religious 
teachings with ethical parenting practices, emphasizing compassion, respect, and relational equity. 
By framing intervention strategies within the moral and spiritual values of the family, social workers 
can foster acceptance and cooperation, reducing resistance that might arise from perceived 
challenges to religious authority. 

Integrating socio-religious perspectives into social work practice also involves recognizing 
the dual role of religion in family dynamics. While religious norms can reinforce hierarchical 
structures that may facilitate emotional abuse, they can simultaneously provide protective 
frameworks that promote resilience, coping, and ethical behavior (Mahoney et al., 2020). Social 
workers and counselors must carefully navigate this duality, promoting interpretations of religious 
teachings that support emotional well-being and equitable family relationships. Training in faith-
informed counseling and cultural competence is therefore critical to addressing emotional abuse in 
families where religion is a central component of identity and daily life. 

Family-centered interventions, informed by both religious ethics and psychological 
principles, can be particularly effective in mitigating emotional abuse. Approaches such as family 
therapy, relational skills training, and structured communication exercises help redistribute 
authority, encourage mutual respect, and foster emotional validation (Nichols & Davis, 2020). These 
interventions can be enhanced by incorporating faith-based principles, such as forgiveness, ethical 
responsibility, and communal support, which resonate with the family’s values while promoting 
healthier relational patterns. For example, faith-informed family therapy may guide parents to 
exercise authority with empathy and moral accountability, reducing verbal aggression and emotional 
coercion. 

Empowering victims of emotional abuse within socio-religious contexts requires a 
combination of support, education, and advocacy. Social workers can facilitate access to counseling, 
support groups, and religious mentors, equipping victims with coping skills and knowledge of their 
rights (Pargament et al., 2020). Awareness programs within faith communities can challenge harmful 
interpretations of religious doctrine, encourage reporting of abuse, and promote protective family 
norms. By engaging both the family and the broader religious community, interventions can create 
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systemic change that reduces the prevalence and impact of emotional abuse. 
Policy and practice implications also emerge from the socio-religious dimensions of 

emotional abuse. Governments and social service agencies must consider cultural and religious 
factors when designing interventions, ensuring that services are accessible, ethical, and aligned with 
family values (Mahoney et al., 2020). Collaboration between social workers, religious leaders, and 
mental health professionals can enhance intervention effectiveness, combining moral authority, 
psychological expertise, and relational support. Faith-based organizations can play a role in early 
identification of abuse, prevention programs, and community education, reinforcing household 
stability and ethical parenting practices. 

In addition, socio-religious approaches emphasize the importance of resilience and moral 
development in addressing the effects of emotional abuse. Victims who receive guidance grounded 
in ethical and spiritual principles are better equipped to navigate relational stress, develop self-
efficacy, and maintain emotional stability (Pargament et al., 2020). By promoting values such as 
empathy, accountability, and respect for human dignity, faith-informed interventions contribute to 
both individual recovery and healthier family systems. 

Ultimately, the socio-religious implications of emotional abuse highlight the importance of 
integrating religious, ethical, and psychological perspectives into social work and counseling. Faith-
based guidance, ethical reflection, and culturally sensitive interventions can mitigate abuse, support 
victims, and promote household stability. Collaborative strategies that engage families, religious 
communities, and mental health professionals are essential for developing holistic solutions that 
address both the systemic and individual dimensions of emotional abuse. 

 

CONCLUSION AND STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS 
Emotional abuse in families represents a pervasive and complex challenge that undermines 

household stability, individual well-being, and social cohesion. The interplay of power dynamics, 
hierarchical authority, and religious values creates conditions in which psychological maltreatment 
can thrive, often remaining undetected due to its subtle nature. Its consequences are far-reaching, 
affecting mental health, relational patterns, and the potential for intergenerational transmission of 
maladaptive behaviors. Children and adults exposed to emotional abuse frequently experience 
anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, impaired social functioning, and difficulties in forming healthy 
relationships. These outcomes highlight the critical need for comprehensive interventions that 
address both the systemic and individual dimensions of family life. 

Religious values within households can serve dual functions, acting as both protective and 
risk factors. When applied ethically, spiritual teachings reinforce empathy, moral accountability, and 
relational support, fostering resilience and emotional stability. Conversely, rigid or misinterpreted 
religious authority may legitimize control, suppress victim agency, and perpetuate cycles of abuse. 
Similarly, household power structures, including gendered hierarchies and authoritarian parenting 
practices, significantly influence the prevalence and severity of emotional abuse. Recognizing the 
interconnection between religious values, authority, and mental health is essential for designing 
culturally and ethically sensitive interventions that strengthen family functioning and promote 
psychological well-being. 

Strategic recommendations for addressing emotional abuse include promoting awareness 
and education at multiple levels. Families should be encouraged to cultivate open communication, 
relational warmth, and ethical decision-making grounded in both moral and psychological principles. 
Parenting programs and workshops can equip caregivers with skills to exercise authority responsibly, 
manage conflict constructively, and foster positive emotional environments. Faith communities and 
religious leaders should be engaged as partners in prevention and intervention, offering guidance 
that aligns with ethical teachings while discouraging coercive or abusive practices. 

Social work and counseling interventions must be holistic and culturally informed, 
integrating trauma-informed care, family therapy, and faith-sensitive guidance. Programs should 
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target both victims and perpetrators, focusing on empowerment, emotional regulation, and ethical 
responsibility. Collaborative efforts between social services, educational institutions, and religious 
organizations can enhance early identification of emotional abuse, provide support networks, and 
reinforce protective family norms. Policy frameworks should promote legal protection, ethical 
oversight, and access to mental health resources, ensuring that victims receive timely and effective 
assistance. 

Finally, research and monitoring should continue to explore the intersections of emotional 
abuse, religion, power dynamics, and mental health outcomes. Longitudinal studies, cross-cultural 
analyses, and evaluation of intervention effectiveness are crucial for refining strategies and 
informing best practices. By combining empirical evidence, ethical guidance, and culturally sensitive 
interventions, families, social workers, and religious communities can work collaboratively to reduce 
emotional abuse, strengthen household stability, and promote the psychological and moral well-
being of all family members. 

 

REFERENCES  
Abdullah, T., & Brown, T. (2021). Mental health literacy and stigma reduction in families: Evidence 

from community interventions. International Journal of Social Psychiatry, 67(5), 541–554. 

Adegbite, O., & Bello, A. (2023). Family resilience and coping strategies in the face of  emotional 
abuse. Journal of Family Studies, 12(3), 211–228. 

Adewuya, A., & Owoeye, O. (2021). Caregiver burden and mental health outcomes in abusive family 
environments. African Journal of Social Work, 11(2), 75–90. 

Amelia, I., Hasanah, D., & Yahya, M. M. (2026). Strategies of Moral Faith Teachers in Integrating 
SDGs-Based Character Education in Islamic Boarding Schools. Profetika: Jurnal Studi Islam, 
27(01), 135-154. https://journals2.ums.ac.id/profetika/article/download/14952/5590  

Amoah, P. (2021). Religious interpretations of mental illness and their impact on family support  in 
Africa. Journal of Religion and Health, 60(6), 3860–3875. 

Bello, T., & Chikere, U. (2023). Policy frameworks for strengthening family mental health support in 
Nigeria. Nigerian Journal of Social Issues, 18(1), 102–121. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (2020). Ecological systems theory and family functioning. In A. Smith & J. Thomas 
(Eds.), Handbook of developmental social work (pp. 35–54). Routledge. 

Cheng, H., & Chang, L. (2021). Family therapy approaches to addressing emotional abuse and mental 
health outcomes. Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 47(1), 88–104. 

Corrigan, P. W., & Watson, A. C. (2007). The stigma of mental illness: Implications for social work 
practice. Social Work in Mental Health, 5(2), 25–48. 

Dlamini, L. (2021). Silence, shame, and the hidden burden of family mental health. International 
Review of Social Sciences, 19(3), 88–101. 

Elesin, A. M. J., & Yahya, M. M. (2018). An Overview of Islamic Guidance and Counselling. KWASU 
Journal of Religious Studies, 2(2), 41-51. 

Goffman, E. (1963). Stigma: Notes on the management of spoiled identity. Prentice Hall. 

Idowu, A., & Abubakar, M. (2022). Faith, mental health, and family dynamics: Navigating religious 
values in mental health care. African Journal of Psychology and Religion, 9(2), 55–70. 

Jorm, A. F. (2020). Mental health literacy: Empowering families and communities. Cambridge 
University Press. 

Link, B. G., & Phelan, J. C. (2001). Conceptualizing stigma. Annual Review of Sociology, 27, 363–385. 

Maisuna, M. Y., & Aliyu, M. M. (2025). Pros and Cons of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the Light of 

https://journals2.ums.ac.id/profetika/article/download/14952/5590


Stephen Egwuatu Amadi PhD & Eucharia Barizomdu Lekara - Emotional Abuse and Family Breakdown: 
Religious Values, Power Dynamics, and Mental Health Outcomes 

Volume: 8  Issue: 2  June, 2026          141  

Islamic Laws’ Verdicts (Fatawa). Journal of Development and Society, Faculty of Social 
Science, 7(1). https://uniabujafsos.com.ng/index.php/jdsfoss/article/download/25/19  

Maisuna, M. Y., Tambiyi, G. Y., & Gall, M. ICT and the Enhancement of English Language and 
Literature-in-English. 
https://www.academia.edu/download/79911115/Tambiyi_Michael_Jesus_in_the_Old_Test
ament.pdf  

Mensah, J., & Opoku, R. (2022). Faith communities and mental health support: Rethinking the  role 
of religious leadership in Africa. Journal of Religion and Society, 24(2), 129–148. 

Mohamed, A. A., Yahya, M. M., & Sabir, M. R. (2026). Evaluating Vygotsky-Based Professional 
Development Models for Islamic Educators. Amandemen: Journal of Learning, Teaching and 
Educational Studies, 4(1), 35-51. 
https://amandemen.my.id/index.php/i/article/download/114/48  

Nguyen, T., & Patel, V. (2023). Peer and community support in reducing stigma and family stress. 
International Journal of Social Work, 16(4), 77–95. 

Osei-Tutu, R. (2021). Religious engagement and family acceptance of mental health challenges in 
African households. African Journal of Religion and Psychology, 7(1), 34–52. 

Patel, V., & Saxena, S. (2021). Global perspectives on mental health and family intervention 
strategies. The Lancet Psychiatry, 8(5), 391–398. 

Peterson, J., & Kim, S. (2022). Narrative therapy in families affected by abuse and mental health 
challenges. Journal of Family Psychotherapy, 33(2), 123–140. 

Saleebey, D. (2018). The strengths perspective in social work practice (6th ed.). Pearson  Education. 

Thornicroft, G., Mehta, N., Clement, S., Evans-Lacko, S., Doherty, M., Rose, D., Koschorke, M.,  & 
Shidhaye, R. (2021). Evidence for effective interventions to reduce mental health-related 
stigma and discrimination. The Lancet, 387(10023), 1123–1132. 

Van der Meer, M., van’t Hof, E., & Mulder, C. (2020). Breaking silence: Communication  strategies 
for families coping with mental health challenges. Social Work in Health Care,  59(8), 601–
618. 

Yahya, M. M., & Adedeji, O. A. (2024). Global Collaboration and Partnerships in Poverty Alleviation: 
Islamic Legal Perspective. Journal of Islamic Studies and Arabic Language, 3(2), 148-165. 
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alwy-
Mohamed/publication/399984800_Islamic_Law_and_English_Law_as_Sources_of_Nigerian
_Law_An_Analytical_and_Comparative_Study/links/6971ef5bf5b9fd48849b4409/Islamic-
Law-and-English-Law-as-Sources-of-Nigerian-Law-An-Analytical-and-Comparative-Study.pdf 

Yahya, M. M., & Adedeji, O. A. (2024). Global Collaboration and Partnerships in Poverty Alleviation: 
Islamic Legal Perspective. Journal of Islamic Studies and Arabic Language, 3(2), 148-165. 
https://journals.iuiu.ac.ug/index.php/jisal/article/download/718/522  

https://uniabujafsos.com.ng/index.php/jdsfoss/article/download/25/19
https://www.academia.edu/download/79911115/Tambiyi_Michael_Jesus_in_the_Old_Testament.pdf
https://www.academia.edu/download/79911115/Tambiyi_Michael_Jesus_in_the_Old_Testament.pdf
https://amandemen.my.id/index.php/i/article/download/114/48
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alwy-Mohamed/publication/399984800_Islamic_Law_and_English_Law_as_Sources_of_Nigerian_Law_An_Analytical_and_Comparative_Study/links/6971ef5bf5b9fd48849b4409/Islamic-Law-and-English-Law-as-Sources-of-Nigerian-Law-An-Analytical-and-Comparative-Study.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alwy-Mohamed/publication/399984800_Islamic_Law_and_English_Law_as_Sources_of_Nigerian_Law_An_Analytical_and_Comparative_Study/links/6971ef5bf5b9fd48849b4409/Islamic-Law-and-English-Law-as-Sources-of-Nigerian-Law-An-Analytical-and-Comparative-Study.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alwy-Mohamed/publication/399984800_Islamic_Law_and_English_Law_as_Sources_of_Nigerian_Law_An_Analytical_and_Comparative_Study/links/6971ef5bf5b9fd48849b4409/Islamic-Law-and-English-Law-as-Sources-of-Nigerian-Law-An-Analytical-and-Comparative-Study.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Alwy-Mohamed/publication/399984800_Islamic_Law_and_English_Law_as_Sources_of_Nigerian_Law_An_Analytical_and_Comparative_Study/links/6971ef5bf5b9fd48849b4409/Islamic-Law-and-English-Law-as-Sources-of-Nigerian-Law-An-Analytical-and-Comparative-Study.pdf
https://journals.iuiu.ac.ug/index.php/jisal/article/download/718/522

