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Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

Maternal aggression in mother—child interactions is a multidimensional
phenomenon shaped by individual, interpersonal, familial, and situational factors,
with substantial implications for children's mental health and the quality of family
relationships. The quality of the mother—child relationship is closely associated
with children's emotional and behavioral problems, and parental aggression is not
confined to physical acts but spans a continuum ranging from emotional and
verbal reactions to punitive and abusive behaviors. Prior research has largely
focused on the associations between discrete variables—such as parenting stress,
depression, emotion regulation, marital conflict, and adverse childhood
experiences—and parental aggression, whereas a comprehensive qualitative
investigation of the dimensions and components underlying this phenomenon,
particularly within the cultural context of Iranian mothers, remains scarce.
Accordingly, the present study adopted a qualitative approach to explore the
dimensions and components of maternal aggression in mother—child interactions,
aiming to offer a multidimensional account that encompasses mothers' individual
experiences, their perceptions of child behavior, psychological and physical
conditions, emotional-behavioral skills, support networks, and individual and
familial consequences.
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Research Question

What are the dimensions and components of maternal aggression in mother—child
interactions, and how are these components interrelated with one another and with
individual and familial outcomes?

2. Literature Review

A substantial body of prior research has examined the associations between
discrete variables—including parenting stress, emotion regulation, attachment,
hostile attribution bias, and adverse childhood experiences—and parental
aggression (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2022; Zhou et al., 2025; Shin et al., 2022). In
Iran, studies have addressed parental maltreatment, parental burnout, and maternal
patience (Shomali Ahmadabadi et al., 2021; Sadeghzadeh et al., 2020).
Nonetheless, an integrated qualitative examination of the multiple dimensions of
maternal aggression within the lived experience of Iranian mothers remains
underexplored, a gap that the present study aimed to address.

3. Methodology

This study employed a qualitative approach. Participants comprised 12 married
mothers with no history of divorce who sought counseling services due to
experiencing aggressive behaviors in interactions with their children and had at
least one child under the age of 10. Participants were purposively selected, and
interviewing continued until data saturation was reached, concluding at the
twelfth interview. The participants’ mean age was 32.91 years, and their mean
length of marriage was 11.33 years. Data were collected through individual semi-
structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. To
enhance the trustworthiness of the findings, the coding and categorization process
was reviewed by three family counseling specialists and one educational
psychology specialist. Ethical principles, including informed consent,
confidentiality, and voluntary participation, were observed throughout the study.

4. Results

Data analysis yielded 176 open codes and 28 axial codes, which, following
comparison and conceptual integration, were organized into 10 main components
(Table 1): attachment injuries, child-triggering behaviors, adverse childhood
experiences, expectations and hostile attribution bias, psychological and physical
stressors, deficits in emotional-behavioral skills, support networks, maternal
maltreatment of the child, low child mental health, and reduced individual and
family life satisfaction.
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Attachment injuries reflected unmet emotional experiences within close
relationships, particularly during childhood and within marital relationships.
Child-triggering behaviors included rule violations, harmful behaviors, and
resistant behaviors that provoked mothers' emotional reactions. Adverse
childhood experiences pointed to the unintentional reproduction of punitive
patterns learned from mothers' own parents. Expectations and hostile attribution
bias reflected mothers' tendency to interpret child behavior as intentional or
hostile. Psychological and physical stressors included occupational stress, marital
conflict, fatigue, and physical health problems that diminished mothers' tolerance.
Deficits in emotional-behavioral skills referred to difficulties in emotion
regulation, empathy, and communication, whereas support networks played a
moderating role in reducing stress and mitigating harsh reactions. Maternal
maltreatment of the child manifested in instrumental, emotional, and physical
forms. Finally, low child mental health and reduced individual and family life
satisfaction emerged as consequences of these tense interactions.

Table 1. Main Components and Axial Codes Related to Maternal Aggression in Mother—
Child Interaction

Main Component Axial Codes

Attachment injuries Negative emotions, role overload, attachment deprivation

Disregard for rules, harmful behaviors, child's resistant

Child-triggering behaviors behaviors

Adverse childhood

. Modeling parental behavior, childhood punishments
experiences

Expectations and hostile
attribution bias

Mother's subjective judgments of the child, expectations and
cognitive errors, parenting beliefs

Psychological and physical

Psychological stressors, physiological stressors
stressors 4 g phy g

Deficits in emotional- Poor emotion regulation, parental inflexibility, lack of empathy,

behavioral skills

poor communication

Support networks

Extended family support, social support networks

Maternal maltreatment of the
child

Instrumental maltreatment, emotional maltreatment, physical
maltreatment

Low child mental health

Poor social relationships, emotional developmental problems

Reduced individual and
family life satisfaction

Appeasing the child, diminished parental authority, child and
parent dissatisfaction, marital dissatisfaction
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5. Discussion

The findings indicate that maternal aggression cannot be attributed to a single
factor or merely to children's behavior; rather, it emerges within a
multidimensional context comprising mothers' past experiences, their perceptions
of child behavior, psychological and physical stressors, emotional-behavioral
skills, social support, and family relationship quality. The finding regarding
attachment injuries is consistent with Besharat et al. (2020), who reported an
association between attachment injuries and anger. Adverse childhood
experiences among mothers also align with evidence on the intergenerational
transmission of violence within parent—child relationships (Shin et al., 2022;
Morgan et al., 2025). The role of psychological and physical stressors and deficits
in emotional-behavioral skills corresponds with findings reported by Zimmer-
Gembeck et al. (2022) and Wang and Li (2023). Furthermore, the bidirectional
nature of the relationship between maternal behavior and child mental health
underscores the need to avoid simplistic, unidirectional explanations of parental
aggression.

6. Conclusion

Maternal aggression is a multilevel phenomenon rooted simultaneously in
mothers' individual experiences, mother—child interaction, and the broader family
environment. The identification of 10 main components suggests that preventive
programs and counseling interventions should extend beyond parenting-skills
training alone to address emotion regulation, maladaptive interpretations of child
behavior, reduction of psychological and physical stressors, and strengthening of
mothers' social support. Given the qualitative nature of the study and the limited
sample of mothers seeking counseling services, generalization of the findings to
other groups of mothers should be undertaken with caution. Future research is
recommended to examine these dimensions and their associations with parent—
child aggression outcomes quantitatively, drawing on more diverse samples and
multi-informant methods.
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