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Abstract

This study aimed to develop and test a model of marital distress based on attachment styles, with hidden aggression as a mediating variable
among dissatisfied young couples. This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of couples seeking divorce who attended three family counseling offices supervised by the Judiciary in
Pardis New City between March and June 2023. Based on Green’s formula, 122 participants were selected through proportional stratified
sampling. Data were collected using Snyder’s Marital Distress Questionnaire (1979), Hazan and Shaver’s Attachment Styles Questionnaire
(1987), and Nelson and Carroll’s Hidden Aggression Questionnaire (2006). Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS
version 3. Partial least squares structural equation modeling was applied to test the direct and indirect relationships among the study
variables. Avoidant attachment had a significant positive effect on hidden aggression ($=0.200, t=2.639, p=0.009), as did anxious
attachment (=0.367, t=4.877, p=0.001). Hidden aggression significantly and positively predicted marital distress (p=0.658, t=9.378,
p=0.001). The indirect effect of avoidant attachment on marital distress through hidden aggression was significant ($=0.132, t=2.637,
p=0.009), and the indirect effect of anxious attachment was also significant (3=0.241, t=4.509, p=0.001). In contrast, the indirect effect of
secure attachment was nonsignificant ($=-0.077, t=0.979, p=0.330). Direct effects of avoidant, anxious, and secure attachment styles on
marital distress were nonsignificant. The overall goodness-of-fit index was 0.306, indicating an acceptable overall model fit. Hidden
aggression constitutes an important mediating mechanism through which avoidant and anxious attachment styles contribute to marital
distress. Accordingly, couple-based interventions targeting insecure attachment patterns and reducing indirect forms of aggression may
help alleviate marital distress and improve relational functioning among dissatisfied young couples.

Keywords: Marital Distress, Attachment Styles, Hidden Aggression, Avoidant Attachment, Anxious Attachment, Dissatisfied Couples.
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Introduction

Marriage constitutes one of the most significant interpersonal and social contexts in which individuals experience
intimacy, emotional security, mutual support, commitment, and psychological development. Although
contemporary social and cultural transformations have altered the institutional meaning and functions of marriage,
the quality of marital relationships continues to play a central role in individual and family well-being (Herden,
2024). In this regard, marital satisfaction is increasingly understood not merely as the continuation of marriage,
but as a multidimensional experience involving emotional intimacy, effective communication, mutual
responsiveness, and the capacity to manage relational difficulties. Intimacy, in particular, has been closely
associated with marital satisfaction, although its contribution may vary according to gender and relationship
duration (Wider, 2025). Conversely, persistent dissatisfaction and unresolved conflict can undermine relationship
quality and contribute to broader psychological and health-related difficulties (Pengpid et al., 2025).

Marital distress refers to a relatively persistent condition characterized by dissatisfaction, recurrent conflict,
impaired emotional communication, reduced intimacy, and dysfunctional patterns of interaction between spouses.
Repeated marital discord may accumulate over time and become associated with greater depressive reactivity,
negative mood, and long-term marital risk (Wilson & Marini, 2023). Marital hostility has also been associated
with adverse biopsychosocial and physical health outcomes, indicating that dysfunctional marital processes may
affect areas of functioning extending beyond the relationship itself (Lee et al., 2021). Accordingly, marital distress
should be conceptualized as a complex phenomenon resulting from interactions between individual characteristics
and dyadic relational processes rather than as the consequence of a single isolated factor (Turliuc et al., 2021).
One psychological construct that may substantially influence the quality of intimate relationships is attachment
style. Attachment theory proposes that experiences within important interpersonal relationships contribute to
relatively stable internal working models regarding the self, others, emotional availability, trust, intimacy, and
responses to relational threat (Fraley & Shaver, 2021). In adulthood, these models can influence how individuals
establish intimacy, seek support, interpret their partner's behavior, regulate emotional closeness, and respond to
interpersonal conflict. Previous evidence has linked attachment patterns with marital commitment and other

important aspects of marital functioning (Ghanbari Hashemabadi et al., 2011). Moreover, secure and insecure
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attachment orientations have been associated with different patterns of marital interaction and relationship
functioning (Costa & Mosmann, 2020).

Insecure attachment is commonly reflected in anxious and avoidant orientations. Individuals with anxious
attachment tend to demonstrate heightened sensitivity to rejection, excessive concern regarding the availability of
their partner, and a strong need for reassurance. Avoidantly attached individuals, in contrast, are more likely to
maintain emotional distance, suppress attachment-related needs, and avoid dependency or direct emotional
engagement. Attachment styles may therefore affect the processes through which individuals respond to relational
stress and attempt to preserve close relationships. Attachment has been associated with mate-retention processes
and relationship satisfaction (Nascimento et al., 2022), while insecure attachment has also been implicated in
relationships between earlier traumatic experiences and poorer marital satisfaction (Shahzad et al., 2024).
Furthermore, attachment-related beliefs and feelings of rejection can influence changes in interpersonal trust,
suggesting that insecurely attached individuals may be particularly vulnerable to interpreting relationship events
through self-protective or rejection-sensitive frameworks (Abramov et al., 2022).

However, insecure attachment may not necessarily lead directly to marital distress. Behavioral and emotional
mechanisms may transmit the effects of attachment insecurity to marital outcomes. Aggression represents one
potential mechanism. Previous findings have indicated that insecure attachment styles are associated with higher
levels of aggression (Shokati Gourabi & Hematpour, 2020). In intimate relationships, aggression is not always
explicit, verbal, or physical. It may occur in subtle or covert forms that are difficult to recognize but nevertheless
undermine the partner's psychological security and relational position (Parkinson et al., 2024). Covert relational
aggression may involve emotional withdrawal, indirect hostility, deliberate exclusion, social-image damage,
withholding of emotional support, passive resistance, or other behaviors through which dissatisfaction and hostility
are communicated without open confrontation.

Research on relational aggression in marriage has demonstrated that covert aggression is a measurable dimension
of marital interaction and may include emotional withdrawal and social sabotage (Carroll et al., 2010). Such
behaviors may be especially relevant to insecure attachment because individuals who fear rejection or avoid direct
intimacy may be less likely to express anger and relational needs in an open and constructive manner. Perceptions
of acceptance and rejection have also been associated with aggressive behavior, supporting the possibility that
biased or heightened perceptions of interpersonal rejection contribute to maladaptive responses (Malamut et al.,
2022). Consistent with this assumption, attachment styles have been associated with covert relational aggression,
with emotions such as shame and guilt contributing to this relationship (Khazaei et al., 2017).

Covert aggression may subsequently contribute to marital distress by preventing constructive conflict resolution
and gradually weakening trust, intimacy, and emotional responsiveness. Previous studies have identified covert
relational aggression as a predictor of marital conflict (Babaei et al., 2018) and as a mediating mechanism linking
psychological vulnerabilities with marital conflicts (Khamsehzadeh Qazvini et al., 2019). Emotional suppression
has similarly been associated with marital distress, indicating that maladaptive management and expression of

negative emotions can impair marital functioning (Fadhillah & Ratnasari, 2022). Moreover, daily stress and
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conflict have been linked to marital aggression (Timmons et al., 2017), while stressful contextual conditions have
been associated with increased family and intimate-partner aggression (Overall et al., 2021; Parrott et al., 2022).
Among distressed couples, attachment anxiety, partner support, and psychological aggression have also been shown
to jointly contribute to relationship outcomes (Labonté et al., 2021). Collectively, these findings suggest that
covert aggression may function as an important behavioral pathway through which attachment insecurity is
translated into persistent marital dysfunction. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and test a model of
marital distress based on attachment styles, considering the mediating role of covert aggression among dissatisfied
young couples.

Methods and Materials

The present study was applied in purpose and employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of all couples seeking divorce who attended family counseling offices
operating under the supervision of the Judiciary in Pardis New City during the first three months of 2023. At the
time of data collection, three relevant counseling centers were active in the study area. The study population
included 279 couples attending these centers. Based on Green's sample-size formula, 122 individuals were selected
through proportional stratified sampling according to the number of clients in each center.

Eligibility criteria included being between 18 and 35 years of age, having been acquainted with the spouse for more
than one year and no longer than five years, providing written informed consent, having no diagnosed psychological
disorder, having no history of substance or alcohol dependence, having no history of divorce or remarriage, and
having no previous experience of specialized family or couple therapy. Participants were excluded if a history of
divorce or remarriage, substance use, diagnosed psychiatric disorder, withdrawal from participation, or substantially
incomplete questionnaire responses was identified.

Data were collected using Snyder's Marital Distress Questionnaire, Hazan and Shaver's Adult Attachment Styles
Questionnaire, and the Covert Relational Aggression Questionnaire developed by Nelson and Carroll. The
attachment measure assessed secure, avoidant, and anxious attachment styles, whereas covert aggression was
assessed in terms of emotional withdrawal and social-image sabotage. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS
version 27 and SmartPLS version 3. Because the study variables did not meet the assumption of normal distribution,
partial least squares structural equation modeling was employed. Measurement-model reliability and convergent
validity, structural-model predictive indices, overall model fit, and direct and indirect path coefficients were
examined.

Findings

The sample consisted of 122 dissatisfied young individuals, of whom 81.2% were women and 18.9% were men.
Most participants were between 31 and 35 years of age. Prior to hypothesis testing, the measurement and structural
models were evaluated. Cronbach's alpha coefficients were 0.871 for marital distress, 0.775 for avoidant attachment,
0.669 for anxious attachment, 0.517 for secure attachment, and 0.801 for covert aggression. Composite reliability

was 0.897 for marital distress, 0.849 for avoidant attachment, 0.784 for anxious attachment, 0.462 for secure

AR



Wi g3 (9 (mrg 5 w39 ek 5 S 3 (il A b (Sadd (SIS ol 39 (1 9§ (SSRAT Joho (g | oY ylSe8 g 5 0

attachment, and 0.910 for covert aggression. The average variance extracted values were 0.467, 0.537, 0.430, 0.233,
and 0.834, respectively.

Assessment of the structural model indicated acceptable predictive performance. The Stone-Geisser Q2 values were
0.334 for marital distress, 0.327 for avoidant attachment, 0.176 for anxious attachment, -0.117 for secure
attachment, and 0.413 for covert aggression. The overall goodness-of-fit index was 0.306, indicating an acceptable
overall fit for the proposed model.

Analysis of direct effects showed that avoidant attachment significantly and positively predicted covert aggression
(B=0.200, t=2.639, p=0.009). Anxious attachment also had a significant positive effect on covert aggression
(B=0.367, t=4.877, p=0.001). Covert aggression, in turn, had a strong positive and significant effect on marital
distress ($=0.658, t=9.378, p=0.001). The direct effects of avoidant attachment on marital distress (=-0.115,
t=1.612, p=0.110), anxious attachment on marital distress ($=0.039, t=0.465, p=0.643), and secure attachment on
marital distress (f=-0.242, t=1.902, p=0.060) were not statistically significant. Secure attachment also did not
significantly predict covert aggression (f=-0.117, t=0.981, p=0.328).

Regarding indirect effects, avoidant attachment significantly predicted greater marital distress through covert
aggression (=0.132, t=2.637, p=0.009). Similarly, anxious attachment had a significant positive indirect effect on
marital distress through covert aggression (f=0.241, t=4.509, p=0.001). However, the indirect effect of secure
attachment on marital distress through covert aggression was not significant (=-0.077, t=0.979, p=0.330). Thus,
covert aggression mediated the associations of avoidant and anxious attachment styles with marital distress.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that insecure attachment styles contribute to marital distress primarily through their
association with covert aggression rather than through direct effects on marital distress. Avoidant attachment was
positively associated with covert aggression, suggesting that individuals characterized by emotional distancing and
discomfort with dependency may respond to marital conflict through indirect expressions of hostility. Rather than
openly communicating dissatisfaction, such individuals may withdraw emotionally, reduce responsiveness, or
express resentment through passive and indirect behaviors. These patterns may allow the individual to preserve
psychological distance while simultaneously communicating anger or dissatisfaction.

Anxious attachment demonstrated an even stronger association with covert aggression. Individuals with anxious
attachment are typically highly sensitive to signs of rejection or reduced emotional availability. When such concerns
are activated, they may experience intense insecurity and anger but simultaneously fear that direct confrontation
could threaten the relationship. Covert aggression may therefore function as a maladaptive strategy for expressing
dissatisfaction, gaining reassurance, or exerting control without openly risking abandonment. Over time, these
behaviors can create a relational environment characterized by uncertainty, mistrust, emotional tension, and
unresolved conflict.

The strongest direct effect in the model was observed between covert aggression and marital distress. This finding
suggests that covert aggression is particularly damaging because its indirect nature can prevent problems from being

explicitly recognized and constructively resolved. Emotional withdrawal, passive hostility, deliberate indifference,
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and social-image damage can gradually undermine intimacy and trust while maintaining unresolved tension. Unlike
overt disagreements that may create an opportunity for clarification and negotiation, covert aggression can sustain
relational conflict without providing a clear pathway toward resolution. Consequently, repeated use of these
behaviors may contribute to an enduring pattern of marital dissatisfaction and dysfunction.

The significant indirect effects further clarify the mechanism underlying the association between insecure
attachment and marital distress. Neither avoidant nor anxious attachment exerted a significant direct effect on
marital distress once covert aggression was included in the model. This suggests that attachment insecurity does not
inevitably result in marital dysfunction. Rather, its detrimental consequences may depend substantially on how
attachment-related fears and defensive strategies are behaviorally expressed during marital interaction. When
insecurity is manifested through covert aggression, the likelihood of marital distress appears to increase
considerably.

The nonsignificant direct and indirect effects associated with secure attachment should be interpreted cautiously. In
the present sample of dissatisfied couples seeking divorce, acute relational difficulties and maladaptive interaction
patterns may have been more influential than protective attachment characteristics. In addition, the relatively weaker
psychometric indices observed for secure attachment may have limited the ability to detect its association with the
other variables. Accordingly, the absence of statistically significant effects should not be interpreted as evidence
that secure attachment is irrelevant to marital functioning.

Overall, the present findings support a process-oriented model of marital distress in which insecure attachment
constitutes an underlying vulnerability and covert aggression serves as a proximal behavioral mechanism translating
this vulnerability into marital dysfunction. The results underscore the importance of examining not only relatively
stable attachment orientations but also the interactional behaviors through which attachment insecurity is expressed.
From a clinical perspective, assessing covert aggression may help identify dysfunctional patterns that are less visible
than overt conflict but nevertheless contribute substantially to relational deterioration. Interventions designed for
dissatisfied young couples may therefore benefit from targeting both attachment-related insecurity and maladaptive
indirect expressions of anger. Strengthening direct emotional communication, increasing awareness of withdrawal
and passive hostility, improving emotion regulation, and replacing covert aggression with constructive conflict-
management strategies may reduce marital distress. In conclusion, covert aggression appears to play a central
mediating role in the association of avoidant and anxious attachment styles with marital distress among dissatisfied
young couples, indicating that the behavioral expression of attachment insecurity is a critical mechanism in the
development and persistence of dysfunctional marital relationships.
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