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Abstract

Background: Maternal aggression towards children is a significant psychological issue with negative
consequences for the child's emotional and behavioral development. However, the majority of previous research
has been predominantly quantitative, paying less attention to the lived experiences and in-depth understanding of
mothers regarding this behavior. This limitation has resulted in an insufficient understanding of the actual roots
and contexts of this phenomenon. Accordingly, conducting in-depth qualitative research is necessary for a more
comprehensive understanding of this issue.

Aim: The present study aimed to extract a theoretical model of maternal aggression towards children and identify
its related factors, processes, and consequences within the cultural context of Iran.

Method: This qualitative study employed the grounded theory approach (Corbin & Strauss, 1998). Participants
were mothers residing in Mashhad in 2024 who had lived experience relevant to the research topic. Purposive
sampling continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in a total of 12 semi-structured interviews.
Data analysis was conducted through open, axial, and selective coding.

Results: The findings revealed that the core category was "Emotional Arousal: Educational-Caregiving Anger,"
which is shaped by five other main categories. Influential factors included "Internal-External Challenges of
Constructive Interaction with the Child," "Mother's Maladaptive Internal Experiences," and "Mother's Support
Networks." Strategies of maternal aggression were identified under the category "Maternal Mistreatment of the
Child," and its consequences were grouped under the category "Destabilization of Individual and Family
Functioning," including maternal guilt, damage to child attachment, and disruption of family atmosphere. These
findings indicate a complex interaction of psychological factors, personal experiences, and environmental support
in the emergence of maternal aggression.

Conclusions: Maternal aggression is a multidimensional phenomenon that requires special attention in
educational and psychological programs aimed at improving mother-child relationships. Focusing on influential
factors and support networks can play a preventive role in reducing aggression and promoting children's mental
health.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The family, as the first and most important social institution, plays a fundamental role in
shaping personality, mental health, and the overall development of its members. The quality of
intrafamilial relationships, particularly the parent- child relationship, is of such importance that
it can function as both a protective factor and a risk factor. A healthy and dynamic family
environment can facilitate optimal development and the flourishing of children’s abilities,
whereas an unhealthy and harmful family environment may lead to widespread negative
consequences in both the short and long term.

Parental aggression toward children, especially during the early years of development, is
considered a concerning and prevalent phenomenon worldwide. According to credible research
reports, approximately 45% of parents in the United States use physical punishment, and 39%
of children report experiencing physical aggression from their parents. Although these rates
vary across countries depending on cultural and social conditions, they overall indicate the
extensive scope of this issue.

In the scientific literature, parental aggression is defined as intentional behavior aimed at
causing harm or exerting control, which results in severe and multidimensional consequences
for children. This phenomenon may manifest in the form of physical or psychological
behaviors, such as threats, humiliation, ridicule, and the exertion of power, each of which
independently leaves significant detrimental effects on child development. Numerous studies
have shown that exposure to aggression in early life is associated with reduced positive peer
interactions, increased social rejection, emotional problems, and difficulties in emotion
regulation.

Moreover, parental aggression may contribute to the emergence of aggressive behaviors in
children themselves and to the continuation of maladaptive parenting cycles across subsequent
generations. Given the extensive consequences of parent- child aggression and the profound
influence of cultural and social contexts on this phenomenon, examining it within the cultural
context of Iran is of particular importance. A deeper understanding of the factors influencing
aggression among Iranian mothers and the development of a culturally grounded model may
represent an important step toward designing effective interventions.

Method

This study was conducted with the aim of developing a theoretical model of maternal
aggression toward children using a qualitative approach and the grounded theory method. The
study population consisted of mothers with at least one child under the age of 10 living in
Mashhad in 2024, who had sought counseling services due to aggressive behavior toward their
child. Sampling was carried out purposively and continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Inclusion criteria included being married, having no history of divorce, and having
at least one child under the age of 10.

Ultimately, after conducting interviews with 12 mothers, theoretical saturation was reached
and data collection was discontinued. The primary data collection tool was a semi-structured
interview conducted using a pre-designed interview guide. Each interview lasted between 60
and 90 minutes, and all interviews were audio-recorded with the participants’ informed
consent. The interviews were then transcribed verbatim and prepared for analysis. Data
analysis was performed through three stages of open, axial, and selective coding. During open
coding, the data were divided into smaller meaning units. In axial coding, relationships among
concepts were identified and organized into categories. Finally, in selective coding, the final
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theoretical model was developed. To ensure the credibility and trustworthiness of the study,
multiple strategies were employed, including member checking, expert review, detailed
description of the research process, and systematic documentation of the data.

Results

Data analysis resulted in the extraction of 172 open codes, 12 subcategories, and 5 main
categories. The core category of the study was identified as “emotional arousal: disciplinary-
caregiving anger.” The final theoretical model indicated that the “internal and external
challenges to constructive interaction with the child” category functioned as the causal
condition; “maternal maladaptive internal experiences” as the contextual condition; “maternal
support networks” as the intervening condition; “maternal maltreatment of the child” as the
action/interaction strategy; and “disruption of individual and family functioning” as the
consequence of maternal aggression.

Table 1: Main categories and subcategories of the study
Main Category Subcategories
Internal external challenges in
constructive interaction with the  Attachment-related difficulties; Child’s triggering behaviors
child

Childhood experiences; Expectations and interpretive biases toward
Maladaptive internal experiences the child’s behaviors; Psychological physical stressors; Deficits in
emotional behavioral skills

Maternal support networks Extended family support; Support from significant others
Maternal maltreatment of the Instrumental impulsive reactions; Emotional impulsive reactions;
child Physical maltreatment
Disruption of individual and Low level of child mental health; Dissatisfaction with individual and
family functioning family life
Discussion

The findings of the present study indicated that maternal aggression toward the child is a
multidimensional and complex phenomenon shaped by the interaction of various factors. The
developed theoretical model suggests that although parenting challenges trigger maternal
anger, maladaptive internal experiences of the mother play a decisive role in transforming this
anger into maltreatment. In addition, support networks can function as protective factors and
prevent the occurrence of aggressive behaviors. These findings are consistent with previous
research in this field.

Conclusion

Maternal aggression is the product of a complex interaction among individual, interpersonal,
and environmental factors. Therefore, educational and therapeutic interventions should be
designed with a focus on increasing maternal awareness and strengthening emotional
regulation and communication skills.

Limitations

The main limitation of the present study is its qualitative nature and the restriction of the sample
to mothers living in Mashhad, which limits the generalizability of the findings to other
populations and cultural contexts.
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Future Studies

Future studies may employ quantitative methods and larger samples to examine the causal
relationships among variables influencing maternal aggression and to design effective
interventions aimed at reducing this phenomenon.
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