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The objective of the present study was the structural model of modeling marital covert
aggression based on differentiation with the mediating role of perceived stress in married
women. The research is applicative and the research method was descriptive-
correlational through structural equations modeling. The statistical population of this
study included married women referring to counseling centers in regions 2, 3, and 4 of
Tehran in the winter of 2024. Among the statistical population, 338 people were selected
by available sampling method. The research tools included Couples Relational
Aggression and Victimization Scale (CRAVS), Differentiation of Self Questionnaire
(DSQ) and Perceived Stress Questionnaire (PSQ). The data analysis was conducted
through Mean, Pearson correlation and structural equations modeling via SPSS and
Amos versions 23. 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 differentiation and marital covert aggression
(p=0.001, B=-0.337) is negative and significant. Also, the path coefficient between
differentiation and perceived stress (p=0.001, p=-0.22) is negative and significant. In
addition, the path coefficient between perceived stress and marital covert aggression
(p=0.001, B=0.326) was positive and significant. Finally, the indirect path between
differentiation and marital covert aggression (p=0.001, f=-0.337) was negative and
significant. Finally, the results indicated a significant role of perceived stress in the
relationship between differentiation and marital covert aggression in married women.
According to the results of the present study, it can be said that stress plays a destructive
role in creating Marital Covert Aggression and also in destroying differentiation.
Accordingly, by applying appropriate psychological treatments and reducing women's
perceived stress, the amount of marital damage can be reduced.
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Extended Abstract
Aim

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
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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 subtly but
effectively affects the dynamics of couples' relationships is marital covert aggression (Mikaeili, Ebadi,
2022). 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). Another variable related to the occurrence of aggressive behaviors in marital
relationships is differentiation. As people who have problems with differentiation experience more
psychological problems, stress, and self-harming behaviors (Buser et al, 2019). In the field of marital
issues, Heydari et al. (2021), Dargahi et al. (2024), and Lev-Ari 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
couple 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
modeling marital covert aggression based on differentiation with the mediating role of perceived stress
in married women.

Methodology

The research is applicative and the research method was correlational through structural equations
modeling. The statistical population of this study included married women referring to counseling
centers in regions 2, 3, and 4 of Tehran in the winter of 2024. Among the statistical population, 338
people were selected by available sampling method. The research tools included Couples Relational
Aggression and Victimization Scale (CRAVS) (Nelson, Carroll, 2006), Differentiation of Self
Questionnaire (DSQ) (Skowron, Friedlander, 1998) and Perceived Stress Questionnaire (PSQ) (Cohen,
Kamarck, Mermelstein, 1983). The data analysis was conducted through Mean, Pearson correlation
and 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 the perceived stress in the relationship between differentiation 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
differentiation and marital covert aggression (p=0.001, f=-0.337) is negative and significant. Also, the
path coefficient between differentiation and perceived stress (p=0.001, p=-0.22) is 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. Finally, the indirect path between differentiation and
marital covert aggression (p=0.001, p=-0.337) was negative and significant. This finding indicated the
significant role of perceived stress in the relationship between differentiation and marital covert
aggression in married women. In general, it should be said that while there is a significant relationship
between the variables, the differentiation and perceived stress affect the marital covert aggression of
married women. Finally, the perceived stress is able to mediate the relationship between
differentiation and marital covert aggression of the married women in a meaningful way.
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Figure 1: Standard parameters in the structural research model
Conclusion

In explaining the effect of differentiation on perceived stress and marital covert aggression, it can be
said that, The relationship between the components of differentiation and covert aggression is complex
and multifaceted in interpersonal relationships that affect the emotional, psychological and social
interactions of individuals. Differentiation includes components such as self-awareness, emotional
autonomy, personal boundaries, flexibility and reflection. Accordingly, this variable affects the way
people manage their emotions and relationships in different interactions (Buser et al, 2019). People
with the power of differentiation are able to regulate their emotions independently of others and can
act thoughtfully in stressful situations without extreme or defensive reactions. On the other hand,
covert aggression, which involves the destruction of social image and emotional withdrawal, is
directly related to lack of differentiation and the inability to manage emotions and emotional
relationships. When people in their relationships have poor self-regulation skills or fail to establish
healthy boundaries, they may resort to destructive behaviors such as backbiting, gossiping, or
emotional withdrawal to control their relationships. This process increases stress in married women
and paves the way for marital 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.
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