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Abstract

This study aimed to explain marital violence based on executive functions and to test a structural equation model of the relationships
between these variables among couples involved in judicial proceedings. This descriptive-correlational study employed structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of all couples attending the Family Court of Shiraz, from whom 400 couples, equivalent to
800 individuals, were selected through random sampling. Data were collected using the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales and the Behavior
Rating Inventory of Executive Function—Adult Version. Data analysis was conducted using Pearson correlation coefficients, confirmatory
factor analysis, and structural equation modeling with maximum likelihood estimation. Model fit was evaluated using y*/df, GFI, AGFI,
IF1, CFI, TLI, RMSEA, and SRMR. The total executive dysfunction score was positively and significantly associated with marital violence
(r=0.66, p<0.001). The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit (y?/df=3.41, GFI=0.949, AGFI=0.921, IF1=0.958, CFI=0.957,
TLI1=0.948, RMSEA=0.055, SRMR=0.044). The overall path from executive dysfunction to marital violence was positive and significant
(B=0.72, p<0.001), and the model explained 52% of the variance in marital violence. Emotional control (8=0.31, p<0.001), inhibition
(B=0.24, p<0.001), working memory (f=0.16, p<0.001), cognitive flexibility ($=0.13, p=0.003), and self-monitoring ($=0.09, p=0.028)
had significant direct effects on marital violence. Executive dysfunction, particularly impaired emotional control and inhibition, plays an
important role in explaining marital violence among couples involved in judicial proceedings, suggesting that these domains should be
considered in risk assessment, psychological intervention, and violence-prevention programs.

Keywords: Marital violence, executive functions, emotional control, inhibition, structural equation modeling, judicially involved couples
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Introduction

Marital violence is a multidimensional form of interpersonal violence that can include psychological aggression,
physical assault, sexual coercion, controlling behavior, and violence-related injury. Its consequences extend beyond
the immediate interaction between spouses and may adversely affect psychological well-being, physical health,

family stability, parenting, and the broader social functioning of family members. Contemporary models
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increasingly conceptualize intimate partner violence as a multifactorial phenomenon arising from the interaction of
individual, relational, developmental, and contextual risk factors. Systematic evidence has demonstrated that marital
conflict, emotional dysregulation, substance misuse, family-of-origin violence, maladaptive attitudes, and
interpersonal difficulties may all contribute to the emergence and persistence of intimate partner violence (Capaldi
et al., 2012). The quality of intimate relationships is itself closely associated with psychological and physical
health, such that chronically hostile and conflictual relationships may become enduring sources of stress and
emotional dysregulation (Agnew & South, 2014). Within couple relationships, therefore, the critical issue is not
merely whether conflict occurs, but how individuals cognitively and behaviorally regulate themselves when
confronted with frustration, perceived threat, disagreement, or emotional arousal.

Iranian studies have similarly documented the importance of domestic and marital violence as a psychosocial
problem influenced by multiple individual and social determinants. A meta-analysis of studies on husbands'
violence against women in Iran indicated that violence occurs across different social and cultural contexts and
cannot be adequately explained by a single demographic or social factor (Bagerzaei et al., 2017). Research among
women attending forensic medicine and welfare centers has also demonstrated substantial levels of domestic
violence among individuals already involved with supportive and legal institutions (Mohseni Tabrizi et al., 2012).
Regional studies have further reported notable prevalence rates of domestic violence and associations with social
and family characteristics (Kamrani, 2015; Khorasani & Mirzaei Mehr, 2012; Mohammadi & Mirzaei, 2012).
At the relational level, similarity in spouses’ perceptions, interpretations, and definitions of marital situations has
been associated with marital satisfaction (Monadi, 2004), while more recent qualitative evidence has highlighted
the importance of perceived understanding, respect, marital expectations, and interpretations of a partner's behavior
in the experience of intimate partner violence (Alqurashi et al., 2025). These findings suggest that cognitive
processing and self-regulation may be particularly relevant to how individuals interpret and respond to marital
conflict.

Executive functions constitute a set of higher-order cognitive processes that enable individuals to regulate behavior
in accordance with goals, inhibit inappropriate responses, maintain and manipulate information, shift flexibly
between perspectives or strategies, monitor behavior, and organize complex actions. These functions are strongly
associated with prefrontal neural systems and are essential for adaptive behavior across the lifespan (Anderson et
al., 2008). Inhibition, working memory, and cognitive flexibility are commonly considered core executive
functions from which more complex abilities such as planning, reasoning, and problem solving develop (Diamond,
2020). Developmental research has further demonstrated close links among executive functioning, effortful
control, and behavioral self-regulation (Blair & Razza, 2007), while working memory has been shown to make a
distinctive contribution to complex cognitive performance (Alloway & Alloway, 2010). Although evidence from
neurological rehabilitation research is not directly focused on marital violence, it likewise emphasizes the
importance of intact neural and regulatory systems for adaptive motor and behavioral functioning (Alashram et

al., 2019).
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Theoretical accounts of domestic violence have increasingly proposed that executive dysfunction may constitute an
important cognitive vulnerability. Individuals with poor inhibitory control may have difficulty suppressing
aggressive responses during high emotional arousal; deficits in working memory may reduce their capacity to retain
information concerning relationship goals, behavioral consequences, and alternative responses; and cognitive
inflexibility may contribute to rigid, hostile, or threat-focused interpretations of a partner's behavior. Deficient self-
monitoring may further prevent individuals from recognizing the escalation of their own behavior. Accordingly,
executive dysfunction has been proposed as a potentially important mechanism underlying domestic violence
(Corvo, 2014). Reviews of the literature have similarly identified associations between intimate partner violence
and deficits in inhibition, attention, decision making, working memory, and other executive processes (Horne et
al., 2020). Emotional control may be especially relevant because anger, hostility, and difficulty regulating negative
affect are consistently associated with intimate partner violence perpetration (Birkley & Eckhardt, 2015).
Developmental experiences may also contribute to these vulnerabilities, as childhood emotional abuse has been
linked to later relationship violence through developmental pathways that may compromise adaptive emotional and
behavioral regulation (Berzenski & Yates, 2010).

The relationship between executive functioning and marital violence may also be bidirectional. Executive deficits
may increase vulnerability to impulsive and poorly regulated aggressive responses, whereas repeated exposure to
intimate partner violence, chronic stress, and physical trauma may impair cognitive functioning. Neurocognitive
impairment has been reported among women who have experienced intimate partner violence, suggesting that
prolonged victimization may itself be associated with cognitive consequences (Daugherty et al., 2019). Moreover,
contextual factors may exacerbate executive vulnerabilities. Alcohol misuse, for example, is associated with
intimate partner violence, marital dissatisfaction, instability, and divorce and may further compromise inhibitory
control in conflict situations (Kulak et al., 2025). Cross-national evidence likewise indicates that the predictors of
intimate partner violence and marital disruption reflect complex combinations of individual and structural
conditions (Ani, 2025). From a clinical perspective, these considerations are important because interventions with
perpetrators show variable effectiveness, potentially reflecting differences in participants' cognitive, emotional, and
behavioral capacities (Arce et al., 2020). Couple-based approaches also emphasize emotion regulation, problem
solving, communication, and interruption of maladaptive interaction cycles (Halford, 2016), while stressful family
circumstances can further intensify the demand for effective cognitive and emotional self-regulation (Cottrell,
2008). Against this background, the present study aimed to explain marital violence based on executive functions
and to test a structural equation model among couples involved in judicial proceedings in Shiraz, Iran.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied, descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of all couples attending the Family Court of Shiraz during the study period. A total
of 400 couples, corresponding to 800 individuals, were selected through random sampling. Inclusion criteria
consisted of being legally married, attending the family court in relation to marital or family conflict, possessing

adequate literacy to complete the questionnaires, having sufficient cognitive ability to understand the assessment
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items, and providing informed consent to participate. Participants with substantially incomplete questionnaires or a
diagnosed severe psychiatric disorder that could interfere with valid questionnaire completion were excluded.
Husbands and wives completed the measures independently in order to reduce the potential influence of the spouse's
presence on responses concerning conflict and violence.

Marital violence was assessed using the Revised Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS2). The dimensions used to represent
the latent construct of marital violence were psychological aggression, physical assault, sexual coercion, and
violence-related injury. Executive functioning was assessed using the Behavior Rating Inventory of Executive
Function—Adult Version (BRIEF-A), which evaluates everyday manifestations of executive dysfunction across
inhibition, shift or cognitive flexibility, emotional control, self-monitoring, initiation, working memory,
planning/organization, task monitoring, and organization of materials. Higher BRIEF-A scores represented greater
executive dysfunction. A demographic questionnaire was also used to collect information regarding age, education,
employment, duration of marriage, number of children, counseling history, and selected judicial-process
characteristics.

Data analysis was performed at descriptive and inferential levels. Means, standard deviations, frequencies, and
percentages were calculated to describe the sample and study variables. Data were screened for missing values,
univariate and multivariate outliers, normality, and multicollinearity. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to
examine preliminary associations between executive-function dimensions and marital violence. Confirmatory
factor analysis was then conducted to evaluate the measurement model, followed by structural equation modeling
using maximum likelihood estimation. Model adequacy was evaluated using y*df, GFI, AGFIL, IFI, CFI, TLIL,
RMSEA, and SRMR. Statistical significance was set at p < 0.05.

Findings

The final sample included 400 women and 400 men. The overall mean age was 35.84 years (SD = 7.62), with
women having a mean age of 33.91 years (SD = 6.94) and men 37.77 years (SD = 7.83). The mean duration of
marriage was 10.46 years (SD = 6.73). The sample showed considerable variation in educational attainment,
occupational status, number of children, and history of family counseling.

The mean total executive dysfunction score was 174.75 (SD = 33.46), while the mean total marital violence score
was 47.09 (SD = 17.42). Among executive-function dimensions, planning/organization, inhibition, and emotional
control yielded comparatively higher mean problem scores. Psychological aggression had the highest mean among
the marital-violence dimensions. Skewness values ranged from 0.25 to 0.83 and kurtosis values from -0.42 to 0.47,
supporting acceptable univariate distributional properties. Variance inflation factors ranged from 1.42 to 2.87,
indicating no problematic multicollinearity.

All dimensions of executive dysfunction were positively and significantly correlated with marital violence. The
total executive dysfunction score correlated with total marital violence at r = 0.66, p < 0.001. Emotional control
difficulties showed the strongest dimensional correlation with total marital violence (r = 0.65, p < 0.001), followed
by inhibition (r = 0.58, p < 0.001), working memory (r = 0.48, p < 0.001), cognitive flexibility (r = 0.46, p < 0.001),
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and self-monitoring (r = 0.45, p < 0.001). The associations were generally strongest for psychological aggression
and physical violence.

The confirmatory factor analysis supported the measurement structure. Standardized loadings for executive
dysfunction ranged from 0.58 to 0.86, with emotional control showing the highest loading (0.86), followed by
inhibition (0.82), working memory (0.76), planning/organization (0.72), cognitive flexibility (0.71), self-monitoring
(0.69), task monitoring (0.67), initiation (0.61), and organization of materials (0.58). For marital violence,
standardized loadings were 0.88 for psychological aggression, 0.84 for physical violence, 0.73 for violence-related
injury, and 0.66 for sexual coercion. The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory fit: > = 212.46, df = 64,
y2/df =3.32, GFI = 0.953, IFI1 = 0.962, CFI = 0.961, TLI = 0.951, RMSEA = 0.054, and SRMR = 0.041.

The final structural model also demonstrated satisfactory fit: > = 228.19, df = 67, ¥*/df = 3.41, GFI = 0.949, AGFI
=0.921, IFI = 0.958, CFI = 0.957, TLI = 0.948, RMSEA = 0.055, and SRMR = 0.044. The overall structural path
from executive dysfunction to marital violence was positive and statistically significant (f = 0.72, p < 0.001).
Executive functioning explained 52% of the variance in marital violence (R? = 0.52). At the dimensional level,
emotional control was the strongest significant predictor (f = 0.31, p <0.001), followed by inhibition (§ = 0.24, p
<0.001), working memory (B = 0.16, p < 0.001), cognitive flexibility (§ = 0.13, p=0.003), and self-monitoring (
= 0.09, p = 0.028). Planning/organization, task monitoring, initiation, and organization of materials did not retain
statistically significant independent effects after the remaining dimensions were controlled simultaneously.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that executive dysfunction is substantially associated with marital violence among couples
involved in judicial proceedings. The magnitude of the structural coefficient and the proportion of explained
variance suggest that executive functioning represents an important cognitive-behavioral domain in understanding
why some individuals respond to marital conflict with aggression or violence. The results particularly emphasize
those executive processes that operate rapidly during emotionally charged interactions. Emotional-control deficits
emerged as the strongest predictor, suggesting that difficulty modulating anger, frustration, threat-related emotions,
or other intense affective states may increase the probability that emotional arousal will be translated into
psychologically or physically aggressive behavior.

The significant role of inhibition further suggests that marital violence may partly reflect an inability to interrupt or
suppress immediate aggressive impulses once conflict escalates. Working-memory impairment may contribute by
limiting the individual's ability to retain relationship goals, anticipated consequences, and alternative coping
strategies while simultaneously processing emotionally provocative information. Likewise, poor cognitive
flexibility may make it more difficult to reconsider hostile interpretations, shift perspective, or adopt alternative
problem-solving strategies. The contribution of self-monitoring indicates that awareness of one's own behavior and
its interpersonal effects is also relevant to the escalation or de-escalation of marital conflict.

The absence of independent effects for planning/organization, task monitoring, initiation, and organization of
materials does not necessarily indicate that these domains are unrelated to marital difficulties. Rather, their bivariate

correlations with violence suggest that they may contribute more indirectly, for example by increasing everyday
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stress, disorganization, or problem-solving difficulties. Once more proximal regulatory processes such as emotional
control and inhibition were considered, however, these organizational dimensions contributed little unique variance
to violent behavior. This pattern supports a distinction between executive processes directly involved in immediate
emotional-behavioral regulation and those primarily concerned with general task management.

The findings also have particular relevance for couples involved in judicial proceedings, among whom conflicts are
often severe, chronic, or resistant to ordinary relational problem solving. Judicial involvement may itself intensify
emotional arousal, perceived threat, anger, and uncertainty, thereby placing greater demands on executive control.
Individuals with weaker executive regulation may therefore be especially vulnerable to escalating maladaptive
interaction patterns under such conditions.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that executive dysfunction provides a meaningful structural
explanation of marital violence among couples attending the Family Court of Shiraz. Emotional control and
inhibition were the most influential executive predictors, while working memory, cognitive flexibility, and self-
monitoring also made significant contributions. The model showed satisfactory measurement and structural fit and
explained 52% of the variance in marital violence. These findings suggest that assessment of executive functioning,
particularly emotional regulation, inhibitory control, working memory, cognitive flexibility, and behavioral self-
monitoring, may enhance psychological evaluation of couples at elevated risk for violence. Interventions designed
for judicially involved couples may also benefit from integrating executive-control training with conventional anger
management, conflict resolution, communication, and couple-therapy techniques.

References

Agnew, C. R., & South, S. C. (2014). Interpersonal Relationships and Health: Social and Clinical Psychological Mechanisms. Oxford University
Press.

Alashram, A. R., Padua, E., & Annino, G. (2019). Effects of Whole-Body Vibration on Motor Impairments in Patients with Neurological
Disorders. American Journal of Physical Medicine & Rehabilitation, 98(12), 1084-1098.
https://doi.org/10.1097/PHM.0000000000001252

Alloway, T. P., & Alloway, R. G. (2010). Investigating the Predictive Roles of Working Memory and 1Q in Academic Attainment. Journal
of Experimental Child Psychology, 106, 20-29. hltps://doi.org/ 10.1016/j.jecp.2009.11.003

Alqurashi, T. S., Ali, P. A., & Hinchliff, S. (2025). Notion of Understanding in The Marital Relationship: A Grounded Theory of Intimate
Partner Violence from The Perspective of Saudi Men. Journal of family violence. https://doi.org/10.1007/510896-025-00859-4

Anderson, V., Jacobs, R., & Anderson, P. J. (2008). Executive Functions and the Frontal Lobes: A Lifespan Perspective. Taylor & Francis.

Ani, J. 1. (2025). Predictors of Intimate Partner Violence and Associated Marital Disruption Among Ever-Married Women in Sub-Saharan
Africa: A Multi-Country ~ Analysis  for  Policy and Intervention  Priorities.  Frontiers in  Sociology,  10.
https://doi.org/10.3389/fs0c.2025.1658603

Arce, R., Arias, E., Novo, M., & Farina, F. (2020). Are Interventions with Batterers Effective? A Meta-Analytical Review. Psychosocial
Intervention, 29(3), 153-164. https://doi.org/10.5093/pi2020al 1

Bagerzaei, P., Zanjani, H., & Seifollahi, S. (2017). A Meta-Analysis of Studies on Husbands' Violence against Women in Iran. Women and
Family Cultural-Educational Quarterly, 11(38), 71-97.

Berzenski, S. R., & Yates, T. M. (2010). A Developmental Process Analysis of the Contribution of Childhood Emotional Abuse to
Relationship Violence. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma, 19(2), 180-203. https://doi.org/10.1080/10926770903539474

Birkley, E. L., & Eckhardt, C. I. (2015). Anger, Hostility, Internalizing Negative Emotions, and Intimate Partner Violence Perpetration: A
Meta-Analytic Review. Clinical psychology review, 37, 40-56. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2015.01.002

Blair, C., & Razza, R. P. (2007). Relating Effortful Control, Executive Function, and False-Belief Understanding to Emerging Math and
Literacy Ability in Kindergarten. Child development, 78, 647-663. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01019.x

Capaldi, D. M., Knoble, N. B., Shortt, J. W., & Kim, H. K. (2012). A Systematic Review of Risk Factors for Intimate Partner Violence.
Partner Abuse, 3(2), 231-280. https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.3.2.231

Corvo, K. (2014). The Role of Executive Function Deficits in Domestic Violence. Partner Abuse, 5(3), 342-355.
https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.5.3.342

Cottrell, D. (2008). Family Therapy in Special Situations: Couple Infertility, Child Death, and Elderly Parents (1st ed.). Tandis-e Elm Publications.

yv


https://doi.org/10.1097/PHM.0000000000001252
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2009.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10896-025-00859-4
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2025.1658603
https://doi.org/10.5093/pi2020a11
https://doi.org/10.1080/10926770903539474
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2015.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8624.2007.01019.x
https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.3.2.231
https://doi.org/10.1891/1946-6560.5.3.342

2B Wl 55 33 ST 39 LS SYSlao Jo 3 90T 3l 21 S T, ull 3 (29l CoghS e | Y s08 g S

Daugherty, J. C., Verdejo-Roman, J., Pérez-Garcia, M., & Hidalgo-Ruzzante, N. (2019). Severity of Neurocognitive Impairment in Women
Who Have Experienced Intimate Partner Violence in Spain. Journal of interpersonal violence.

Diamond, A. (2020). Executive Functions. In Handbook of clinical neurology (Vol. 173, pp. 225-240).

Halford, K. (2016). Brief Couple Therapy (4th ed.). Fararavan Publications.

Horne, K., Henshall, K., & Golden, C. J. (2020). Intimate Partner Violence and Deficits in Executive Function. Aggression and Violent Behavior,
54,101412. https://doi.org/10.1016/]'@\‘[).2020‘ 101412

Kamrani, A. (2015). Examining the Prevalence of Domestic Violence against Women and Its Effective Factors among Families Residing in
Darreh Shahr. International Conference on Research in Behavioral and Social Sciences, Istanbul, Turkey.

Khorasani, M., & Mirzaei Mehr, M. (2012). The Prevalence of Domestic Violence against Women in Khorramabad in 2010-2011. Women's
Social-Psychological Studies, 10, 111-138.

Kulak, J. A., Heavey, S. C., Marsack, L. F., & Leonard, K. E. (2025). Alcohol Misuse, Marital Functioning and Marital Instability: An
Evidence-Based Review on Intimate Partner Violence, Marital Satisfaction and Divorce. Substance Abuse and Rehabilitation, 39-53.

Mohammadi, F., & Mirzaei, R. (2012). Examining Social Factors Affecting Violence against Women: A Study in Ravansar County. Iranian
Journal of Social Studies, 6(1), 101-129.

Mohseni Tabrizi, A., Kaldi, A., & Javadianzadeh, M. (2012). Examining the Status of Domestic Violence among Married Women Referring
to Forensic Medicine and Welfare Centers in Yazd in 2010. Yazd Health Dawn Quarterly, 11(3), 11-24.

Monadi, M. (2004). The Effect of Similar Perceptions and Definitions between Spouses on Marital Life Satisfaction from Women's
Perspective. Women's Studies, 4.

YA


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2020.101412

