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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Marriage and family are considered to be the most
fundamental social institutions that play an important
role in the mental and social health of individuals (Lee &
Yoon, 2023). The couple's relationship, as the core of the
family, is formed based on emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral interactions, and its quality can have profound
effects on the mental health and life satisfaction of
spouses (Chung et al., 2023). In the meantime, the way
in which marital conflicts are managed and the ways in
which emotions are expressed are among the factors that
can determine the stability or instability of these
relationships (Pillsworth et al., 2023). One of the
behaviors that affects the dynamics of couples'
relationships is marital covert aggression (Mikaeli and
Ebadi, 2022).
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Marital covert aggression is one of the complex
dimensions of interpersonal conflicts in marital
relationships that can indirectly and subtly affect the
dynamics of the relationship (Karimi, Ahmadi, &
Zahrakar, 2019). One of the variables associated with the
occurrence of aggressive behaviors in  marital
relationships is forgiveness (Izadi, Rezapour Mirsaleh, &
Choob Foroshzadeh, 2022). Researchers have shown that
forgiveness has the potential to break the link between
negative emotions and psychological aggression, as it
requires a conscious decision to let go of anger and
negative emotions and a positive social response to the
offender (Li et al., 2024).

Experience of close relationships is another variable
that can play a role in the formation or reduction of
hidden aggression in marital relationships. Based on this,
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the results of the research of Siadat et al. (2023), Hasim
et al. (2023), and Shida et al. (2024) indicate that the
experience of close relationships, with its two dimensions
of avoidant and anxious attachment, can be an effective
predictor of the destruction of marital relationships,
emotional divorce, and the occurrence of aggression in
couples. In the field of marital issues, Heydari et al.
(2021), Dargahi et al. (2024), and Lev-Avri et al. (2024)
showed that there is a significant relationship between
differentiation and marital conflict and the formation of
covert and overt marital aggression.

Among other variables that can play a role in the
emergence of aggression in couples’ relationships, is
perceived stress (Sarno et al., 2023). As Wilson et al.
(2024) have shown, perceived stress can disrupt
individuals' cognitive and psychological order, reduce
their problem-solving ability in critical and challenging
situations, and cause them to experience higher levels of
marital conflict and aggression. Married women who
experience high levels of stress may use covert
aggression as a defensive strategy to manage conflicts
due to psychological and emotional pressures (Sarno et
al., 2023). According to this, the aim of the present study
was the structural model of marital covert aggression
based on forgiveness and close experience relationships
(avoidant and anxious attachment) with the mediating
role of perceived stress in married women.

Method

This is applied research and the research method was
correlational using structural equation modeling (SEM).
The statistical population of this study included married
women referring to counseling centers in Tehran in 2024.
Among the statistical population, 338 people were
selected by convenience sampling method. The research
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tools included Marital Covert Aggression Questionnaire
(MCAQ; Nelson, Carroll, 2006), Forgiveness
Questionnaire (FQ; Rye et al., 2001), Experience in
Close Relationship Questionnaire (ECRQ; Brenner et al.,
1998) and Perceived Stress Questionnaire (PSQ; Cohen,
Kamarck, Mermelstein, 1983). The data analysis was
conducted through structural equations modeling via
SPSS and Amos versions 23. The reason for using the
structural equation modeling method is that in this
research, the researcher sought to evaluate the mediating
effect of perceived stress in the relationship between
forgiveness and close experience relationships and
marital covert aggression.

Results

The results showed that the structural model of the
research fits the collected data. The results also showed
that the total path coefficient (sum of direct and indirect
path coefficients) between forgiveness and marital covert
aggression (p=0.004, p=-0.192) and perceived stress
(p=0.001, p=-0.19) was negative and significant. In
addition, the path coefficient between perceived stress
and marital covert aggression (p=0.001, p=0.326) was
positive and significant. Another finding was that the
total path coefficient (sum of direct and indirect path
coefficients) between the experience of close
relationships (avoidant attachment) and marital covert
aggression (p=0.001, B=0.254) and perceived stress
(p=0.001, p=0.185) was positive and significant. The
results also indicated that the total path coefficient (sum
of direct and indirect path coefficients) between the
experience of close relationships (anxious attachment)
with marital covert aggression (p=0.001, f=0.274) and
perceived stress (p=0.001, B=0.272) was positive and
significant. Finally, the results showed that the indirect
path  coefficient between forgiveness, avoidant
attachment, anxious attachment and marital covert
aggression was significant.

Table 1. Path Coefficients in the Structural Model

Path coefficients b S.E. B p
Forgiveness — Perceived stress -0.327 0.151 -0.19 0.004
experience of close relationships (avoidant attachment) — Perceived stress 0.172 0.04 0.185 0.002
experience of close relationships (anxious attachment) — Perceived stress 0.162 0.045 0.272 0.001
Perceived stress — marital covert aggression 0.18 0.058 0.326 0.001
direct path coefficient of forgiveness — marital covert aggression -0.08 0.034 -0.224 0.008
indirect path coefficient of forgiveness — marital covert aggression -0.112 0.027 -0.152 0.001
total path coefficient of forgiveness — marital covert aggression -0.154 0.035 -0.192 0.001

direct path coefficient of forgiveness of experience of close relationships 0.127 0.053 0.185 0.01

(avoidant attachment) — marital covert aggression

indirect path coefficient of forgiveness experience of close relationships  0.063 0.02 0.187 0.001

(avoidant attachment) — marital covert aggression
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total path coefficient of forgiveness experience of close relationships (avoidant  0.082  0.027 0.254 0.001

attachment) — marital covert aggression

direct path coefficient of forgiveness of experience of close relationships 0.127 0.053 0.185 0.01

(anxious attachment) — marital covert aggression

indirect path coefficient of forgiveness experience of close relationships 0.112 0.029 0.152 0.001

(anxious attachment) — marital covert aggression

total path coefficient of forgiveness experience of close relationships (anxious  0.106  0.035 0.274 0.001

attachment) — marital covert aggression

Discussion

In explaining the effect of forgiveness on marital
aggression and perceived stress, it can be said that
forgiveness refers to the release of anger and the desire
for revenge in response to offenses. In marital
relationships, forgiveness can reduce the negative effects
of marital aggression by strengthening emotional
resilience and reducing perceived stress (Kdrner, Schiitz,
& Fincham, 2022). It can also be said that married
women who are less able to forgive or do not apply
forgiveness properly in their marital relationships may
face more problems in hidden and destructive
communications in their marital life. Accordingly,
forgiveness acts as an important factor in reducing hidden
aggression and strengthening marital relationships.
When couples are able to forgive, they can escape the
traps of hidden aggression such as damaging social image
and emotional withdrawal and improve their
relationships. Additionally, research has shown that
reducing aggression through forgiveness can have
positive effects on interpersonal relationships in other
contexts as well (Ermer et al., 2022). Forgiveness allows
individuals to release resentment and the negative
emotional burden of marital problems and perceive less
relationship stress.

In explaining the effect of avoidant and anxious
attachment styles on perceived stress and covert marital
aggression, it can be said that attachment styles play a
fundamental role in shaping how individuals experience
and respond to stress. According to Shida et al. (2024),
individuals with an anxious attachment style may be
sensitive to signs of rejection or neglect, which can
increase their sensitivity to subtle forms of aggression
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from their spouse. In contrast, individuals with avoidant
attachment may emotionally distance themselves in
response to their spouse's aggression and, as a result,
underreport or ignore covert aggression, while
experiencing more stress (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019).
On the other hand, insecure attachment styles, which
include anxiety and avoidance of intimacy, can reduce
healthy communication and lead to aggressive behaviors
such as covert aggression in marital relationships. As
insecure attachment can affect the quality of marital
relationships through its influence on covert aggression.

In explaining the mediating role of perceived stress, it
can also be stated that, perceived stress, as a subjective
and individual experience, refers to how an individual
evaluates pressures, threats, and uncertainties in life
situations. Stress is perceived when an individual feels
that the demands and challenges are beyond their abilities
and psychological resources. This reflects individual
differences in how they evaluate and process similar
situations; in other words, perceived stress depends on
how the individual interprets and evaluates the situation
rather than on the objective characteristics of the situation
(Meng et al., 2025). Therefore, based on the
characteristics of perceived stress, it can be said that this
variable is positively and significantly related to marital
covert aggression. When perceived stress increases in an
individual, the likelihood of using aggressive behaviors
to cope with this stress increases. This relationship is
especially visible in married women, where daily life
stresses can directly affect the quality of marital
relationships and cause the emergence of aggressive
behaviors. Therefore, managing perceived stress and
improving coping skills can be effective strategies for
reducing aggression and improving marital relationships.

marital covert aggression, close experience relationships, married women, perceived stress
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7. Structural equation modeling
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1. Perceived Stress Scale
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7. Degree of freedom of the model

8. normed chi-square

9. Goodness Fit Index

10. Adjusted Goodness Fit Index

11. Comparative Fit Index

12. Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
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1. Mahalanobis distance (D)
2. Skewness and elongation
3. Skewness and elongation
4. standardized residuals

5. Maximum Likelihood

6. Chi-Squre
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