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Abstract

Background: This study aimed to explore the experiences of school staff encountering domestic violence against
children, focusing on affective-emotional responses, organizational challenges, and ethical concerns; the coping
strategies employed by this group were also analyzed.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive qualitative design, and data were analyzed using conventional
qualitative content analysis. Participants comprised 16 elementary school staff members in Tehran (including
principals, vice-principals, counselors, teachers, and school healthcare providers/health educators) selected via
purposive sampling with maximum variation. Inclusion criteria included having at least one year of work experience
in elementary schools and a documented history of identifying or reporting suspected cases of domestic violence.
Data were collected from June 2024 to February 2025 through in-person, individual, semi-structured interviews
(lasting 45—85 minutes). With the participants’ permission, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
Data analysis was conducted following Graneheim and Lundman’s five-step approach using MAXQDA 2020
software.

Findings: Data analysis led to the identification of one overarching theme: “Emotional and Moral Turbulence and
Striving for Professional Adaptation Amid Organizational and Legal Ambiguity,” structured into 3 categories and 8
subcategories.

Conclusion: At the intersection of educational duties and the mandate to protect children, school staff bear a
substantial dual burden that predisposes them to secondary traumatic stress and moral distress. Findings indicate that
while individual adaptive strategies and emotional distancing offer protective value, they remain insufficient in the
absence of institutional scaffolding. Effective child protection requires the development of integrated interdisciplinary
protocols, comprehensive legal-ethical training, formal institutional referral pathways, and regular access to
debriefing and psychological support sessions to mitigate burnout and empower educational personnel.
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