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ABSTRACT

Introduction. Physical Intimate Partner violence (PIPV) is a prevalent problem throughout the world,
with serious negative impacts for the victims. A great deal of research is aimed at identifying
vulnerability and protective factors among victims. Previous studies have associated PIPV
victimization with insecure parental attachment. However, little is known about the role of
dysfunctional attitudes (DA) in Intimate Partner Violence (IPV). This study aimed to evaluate DA as
a mediator between parental attachment and PIPV victimization of young adults. Methods. Self-report
questionnaires were completed by 915 young French adults to assess their attachment styles, DA
(related to sociotropy and autonomy), and history of physical assault. Results. Two hundred and six
participants (21.1%) reported having been victims of PIPV. Path analyses confirmed the indirect
effect of DA in the relationship between parental attachment styles and PIPV victimization in young
adults. DA related to sociotropy appeared to be a partial mediator of attachment to the mother and
PIPV victimization, while DA related to autonomy appeared to be a partial mediator of attachment to
the father and PIPV victimization. Conclusion. Insecure parental attachment is associated with more
DA and a risk of PIPV victimization in emerging adulthood.

Keywords: physical intimate partner violence, dysfunctional attitudes, parental attachment style,
young adults

1. INTRODUCTION

Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a worldwide public health issue that can take
different forms: psychological, physical and sexual. Physical intimate partner violence
(PIPV), associated with other forms of violence, has serious consequences on mental and
physical health. It is defined as “the intentional use of physical force with the potential for
causing death, disability, injury, or harm” (Saltzman et al., 1999) in a romantic relationship.
It can be used by the intimate partner as an inappropriate strategy to keep control of the
relationship and/or the partner. PIPV victims are in a subjugated relationship and do not
always have the personal resources to get out of it. In France, women are the main PIPV
victims, with 154,000 cases identified in 2018 (MIPROF, 2019). According to the National
Survey of Violence against Women in France (2001), 20% of victims are 20-24 years old.
Young adult victims of IPV are exposed to a risk of re-victimization in adulthood (e.g.,
Smith et al., 2003). Young adulthood is a time of discovering oneself and others and of
identity building, and is thus a crucial developmental period.

Many studies have examined the vulnerability, risk and protective factors of PIPV
(Stith et al., 2004), and one of the most widely recognized links is parental attachment style.



Bowlby’s theory (1980) is based on the fact that all human beings continually try to
develop bonds of attachment with those around them in order to survive. Three styles of
parental attachment have traditionally been described: secure, insecure-avoidant and
insecure anxious-ambivalent (Ainsworth et al., 1978). A secure attachment to parents
enables young adults to form positive interpersonal relationships. Young adults with
insecure attachment to their parents find it difficult to establish intimate relationships with
others and are unable to find the right emotional distance with their partners (too close or
too distant). Furthermore, the family environment during childhood determines how
individuals construct their representations of the self, of others and of the world around
them. These representations are known as internal working models (Pietromonaco &
Barrett, 2000); they may change throughout life, but are predefined during childhood and
are linked to the type of parental attachment.

There are some similarities between dysfunctional attitudes (DA) and distorted
working models. Beck’s cognitive theory (1976) postulates that childhood maladaptive
beliefs will be retained in adulthood and will lead to DA when negative or stressful events
occur. DA have often been studied as a component of depressive self-schemas and are
defined as negative, excessive and inflexible if-then statements concerning the self (Clark et
al., 1999). Weissman and Beck (1978) developed the Dysfunctional Attitude Scale (DAS)
to evaluate these maladaptive self-schemas. Bouvard et al. (1994) carried out a factor
analysis of the DAS items and obtained four factors which they termed seeking the esteem
of others, the capacity to oppose others, independence from others, and seeking approval of
others. These types of DA are strongly associated with sociotropy or autonomy personality
traits (Esther De Graaf et al., 2009). Sociotropy is characterized by excessive investment in
interpersonal relationships; sociotropic individuals need encouragement and attention from
others (cf. the DAS dimensions of seeking the esteem of others and seeking approval by
others). By contrast, autonomy is characterized by independence, self-control and
achievement (cf. the DAS dimensions of the capacity to oppose others and independence
from others). DA related to sociotropy are linked to negative self-beliefs, and those related
to autonomy are negative beliefs of others (Otani et al., 2017). Previous studies have also
supported the link between DA and parental attachment styles (Fuhr et al., 2017; Roelofs et
al., 2011). Insecure attachment has been found to predict later development of DA in
adolescents (Zhou et al., 2020) and young adults (Bosmans et al., 2010; Hankin et al.,
2005). Insecure attachment to the mother seems more predictive of DA than insecure
attachment to the father (Ingram et al., 2001). Insecure attachment to the same sex parent
may increase DA (Ingram et al., 2001; Otani et al., 2011, 2014), but there is no consensus
on this point. Otani et al. (2011) found that women with insecure attachment to their mother
showed greater sociotropy than the others, but in a later study (Otani et al., 2014), they
found higher levels of autonomy. For men, no significant association between insecure
parental attachment and any specific type of DA was found in the earlier study (Otani et al.,
2011), but in the second study (Otani et al., 2014), men with insecure attachment to the
father reported higher autonomy.

Miljkovitch and Cohin (2007) showed that parental attachment and internal working
models are lifelong and therefore continue throughout adulthood, notably affecting intimate
relationships. Adults who are insecure in their relationships retain their childhood working
models. However, secure adults tend to adjust their representations to those of their partner.
If these “encoded schemas” are negative, they can be the source of various mental health
problems (Bosmans et al., 2010), such as depression (Hankin et al., 2005; Otani et al.,
2018). However, to our knowledge, very few studies have explored the relationships
between IPV victimization, especially PIPV, and DA. Kaygusuz (2013) showed that young



adults who have negative beliefs about themselves and others are more likely to have non-
harmonious and conflicting interpersonal relationships. Dye and Eckhardt (2000)
investigated PIPV perpetration in a student population, and its links in particular with DA.
No significant difference in DA was observed between the violent and non-violent groups.
The authors suggested that future research should investigate whether cognitive distortions
are present during affect-inducing partner conflict situations.

The aim of the present study was to examine the mediating role of DA between
parental attachment and PIPV in young adults. We hypothesized that insecure attachment
styles would lead individuals to inappropriate beliefs about themselves and others, resulting
in DA that could be a factor of PIPV vulnerability. More specifically, we explored whether
the four dimensions of DA (related to sociotropy or autonomy) are mediation variables in
the relationship between attachment to the mother or father and PIPV victimization.

2. METHODS

2.1. Procedures and participants

The current study had a cross-sectional design. A self-administered online
questionnaire designed for young adults aged 18-30 years old was distributed through
various networks (university, sports clubs, professional, etc.). The inclusion criteria were
for participants to have been involved at least once in their life in a romantic relationship
and to have been in contact with at least one parent. The sample consisted of 915
participants including 84.8% (n = 776) women, with an average age of 23.59 years + 3.35,
and average level of education of 15.07 years = 2.70 (corresponding to a bachelor’s
degree).

2.2. Measures

The Revised Conflict Tactics Scale 2 (CTS2; Straus et al., 1996 translated by Lussier,
1998) was used to measure the level of conflict and abuse between partners. We only used
the physical assault subscale and the form for victims (39 items). We used a dichotomous
scoring method (yes (1): victim of at least one act of PIPV, no (2): never been a victim of
PIPV). The Inventory of Parent and Peer Attachment (IPPA; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987
translated by Vignoli & Mallet, 2004) measures young adults’ attachment to their mother
and father. It has 28 items measuring three dimensions of attachment: communication, trust,
and alienation. Based on these dimensions, the scale identifies three attachment styles
(Vivona, 2000). In the present study, only secure and insecure styles were studied.
Insecure-avoidant and insecure anxious-ambivalent styles were combined in the insecure
category. The Dysfunctional Attitude Scale (DAS; Weissman & Beck, 1978, translated by
Bouvard et al., 1994) evaluates the level of DA, based on Beck’s cognitive theory. We used
form A of the scale, which has 29 items investigating 4 factors: DAL Seeking the esteem of
others; DA2 The capacity to oppose others; DA3 Independence from others; DA4 Seeking
approval of others. DA1 and DA4 refer to the personality dimension of sociotropy, and
DA2 and DAS3 to autonomy (Esther De Graaf et al., 2009). A high score indicates greater
cognitive bias.

2.3. Statistical analysis
Data were analyzed using SPSS version 25 and the process module developed by
Hayes (2018). Participants were divided into two groups: victims of PIPV and non-victims



of PIPV. Independent sample t-tests and chi-square tests were used to compare the
characteristics of the participants in the two groups.

A series of logistic (top-down using the likelihood ratio) and linear regressions were
conducted, based on the four steps proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986), to examine
whether DA mediate the relationship between parental attachment and PIPV. Next, a
bootstrap analysis was performed to demonstrate the indirect (mediated) effect of DA. In
this analysis, if the 95% confidence interval (Cl) for the indirect effect does not include
zero, then it can be concluded that the indirect effect is significant at the 5% level. As the
dependent variable was dichotomous, the effect size of the mediation could not be analyzed
(MacKinnon et al., 2007). Models of attachments to the mother and the father were tested
separately.

3. RESULTS
3.1 Descriptive and bivariate statistics

Table 1.
Comparison of independent variables between victims of PIPV groups

Non-victims of PIPV Victims of PIPV

Independent variables  n M+£SDor% n M=SDor% X? t
Age 709 2358+3.38 206 23.63+3.28 -.18
Sex 709 206 2.19

Male 101 14.2 38 18.4

Female 608 85.8 168 85.6
Education (years) 709 15.17+266 206 14.75+2.83 1.95
Attachment to mother 593 172 13.27***

Secure 368 62.1 80 46.5

Insecure 225 37.9 92 53.5
Attachment to father 531 142 12.35***

Secure 338 63.7 70 47.6

Insecure 193 36.3 72 52.4
DA total 709 3.19+100 206 343+ .88 -3.20%*
DAl 709 341+109 206 3.65+1.01 -2.70%*
DA2 709 268+120 206 294+1.14 -2.79%*
DA3 709 3.12+119 206 3.39+.99 -3.27**
DA4 709 307+128 206 3.35+1.19 -2.76%*

Data are presented as % or mean + standard deviation; PIPV: physical intimate partner violence; DA total: Total
score of dysfunctional attitudes; DAL: Seeking the esteem of others; DA2: The capacity to oppose others; DA3:
Independence from others; DA4: Seeking approval of others.** p < .01, *** p < .001.

Victims of PIPV represented 21.1% (n = 206) of the sample. There was no significant
difference between the non-victim group and victims of PIPV group in age, sex or level of
education. More victims than non-victims reported an insecure style of attachment to the
mother (53.5%, X? = 13.27, p < .001), and to the father (52.4%, X? = 12.35, p < .001).
Victims also had higher DA scores than non-victims, overall (t = -3.20, p < .01) and on the
4 dimensions (DAL: t = -2.70, p < .01; DA2: t = -2.79, p < .01; DA3: t = -3.27, p < .01,
DA4: t=-2.76, p < .01) (Table 1). The young adults with an insecure style of attachment to



their mother or father had more DA (overall and on the 4 dimensions, p < .001) than those
with an secure style (Table 2).

Table 2.
Comparison of dysfunctional attitudes and parental attachment between victims of PIPV
groups
Non-victims Victims of
of PIPV PIPV
Independent variables M + SD M £ SD t
DA total  Attachment to the mother
Secure 3.05+.97 3.31+.85 -2.21*
Insecure 3.31+.96 3.58 + .87 -2.45*
Attachment to the father
Secure 3.04 + .96 3.34+ .97 -2.32*
Insecure 3.44 + 98 3.56 + .82 -91
DA1 Attachment to the mother
Secure 3.30+1.04 3.55+1.00 -1.95
Insecure 3.50+1.10 3.77+£1.00 -2.05*
Attachment to the father
Secure 3.28+1.05 3.56+1.13 -2.01*
Insecure 3.70+1.09 3.72+ .95 -1.16
DA2 Attachment to the mother
Secure 249+1.15 2.77+1.03 -2.01*
Insecure 2.88+1.04 3.12+1.09 -1.67
Attachment to the father
Secure 251+1.19 290+ 1.31 -2.43*
Insecure 291+1.12 3.12+1.06 -1.41
DA3 Attachment to the mother
Secure 2.96+1.20 3.23+ .87 -2.42*
Insecure 3.23+1.15 3.50+1.01 -1.95
Attachment to the father
Secure 299+1.19 3.24+1.01 -1.64
Insecure 3.34+1.20 3.58 +.99 -1.60
DA4 Attachment to the mother
Secure 294 +1.26 3.18+1.06 -1.63
Insecure 3.23+1.27 3.58+1.28 -2.17*
Attachment to the father
Secure 2.93+1.26 3.17+1.19 -1.43
Insecure 3.34+1.28 3.58+1.10 -1.40

Data are presented as mean + standard deviation; PIPV: physical intimate partner violence; DA total: Total score
of dysfunctional attitudes; DAL: Seeking the esteem of others; DA2: The capacity to oppose others; DA3:
Independence from others; DA4: Seeking approval of others. * p < .05.

3.2 Mediation analysis

The mediating models remained significant after adjusting for age, sex and education.
The four dimensions of DA were included in a top-down likelihood-ratio logistic regression
model, with separate models for attachment to the mother and attachment to the father.



Only DA1 (sociotropy) for attachment to the mother and DA2 (autonomy) for attachment to
the father significantly improved the fit of the model.

. Figure 1.
Adjusted mediation model of dysfunctional attitudes between attachment to mother and
PIPV

Path A: B =.110** Path B: OR = 1.284**

Attachment to
the mother

Victims of PIPV

Path C: OR = 1.850***
Path C’: OR = 1.759**

B = standardized coefficient; OR= odds ratio; ** p < .01, *** p < .001. PIPV: physical intimate partner violence;
DAL: Seeking the esteem of others.

Attachment to the mother (Figure 1). The first step, the direct path from attachment to
the mother, was a significant association with PIPV (OR = 1.850, 95% CI = 1.311 to 2.611,
p <.001). In the second step, there was a significant association between attachment to the
mother and DAl (f = .110, p < .01). In the third step, higher scores on DAl were
associated with PIPV victimization (OR = 1.284, 95% CI = 1.090 to 1.513, p <.01). In the
final step, when DAL was included in the regression model, the association between
attachment to the mother and PIPV decreased (OR = 1.759, 95% CI = 1.241 to 2.490, p <
.01), indicating a partial mediation effect of DAL. Bootstrap confidence intervals showed
that the indirect effect of DAL (f = .059, 95% CI = .013 to .123) in the association between
attachment to the mother and PIPV victimization was significant, indicating partial
mediation of the effect of attachment to the mother on PIPV victimization through DAL.
More precisely, path analysis showed that an insecure style of attachment to the mother was
positively associated with DAL, which in turn increased the risk of being a victim of PIPV.

Figure 2.
Adjusted mediation model of dysfunctional attitudes between attachment to father and PIPV

Path A: = .172%** Path B: OR = 1.245**

Attachment to
the father

Victims of PIPV

Path C: OR = 1.874**
Path C’: OR = 1.728**

B = standardized coefficient; OR= odds ratio; ** p < .01, *** p <.001. PIPV: physical intimate partner violence;
DAZ2: The capacity to oppose others.

Notes Figure 1 and Figure 2: Path A: Test of whether parental attachment is a significant predictor of DA. Path B:
Test of whether DA are a significant predictor of PIPV victimization. Path C: Test of whether parental attachment



is a significant predictor of PIPV victimization. Path C": Test of whether parental attachment and DA together are
significant predictors of PIPV victimization.

Attachment to the father (Figure 2). The first step, the direct path from attachment to
the father was a significant association with PIPV (OR = 1.874, 95% CI = 1.292 to 2.717, p
< .01). In the second step, there was a significant association between attachment to the
father and DA2 (f = .172, p < .001). In the third step, higher scores on DA2 were
associated with PIPV victimization (OR = 1.245, 95% CI = 1.069 to 1.450, p < .01). In the
final step, when DA2 was included in the regression model, the association between
attachment to the father and PIPV decreased (OR = 1.728, 95% CI = 1.185 to 2.519, p <
.01), indicating partial mediation. Bootstrap confidence intervals showed that the indirect
effect of DA2 (f = .091, 95% CI = .026 to .173) in the association between attachment to
the father and PIPV victimization was significant, indicating partial mediation of the effect
of attachment to the father on PIPV victimization through DA2. More precisely, path
analysis showed that an insecure style of attachment to the father was positively associated
with DA2, which in turn increased the risk of being a victim of PIPV.

4. DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

The current study examined the mediating role of DA in the relationship between
parental attachment and PIPV victimization. In our sample, 21.1% of the participants had
already been victims of at least one act of PV by one of their partners. The prevalence of
victims of PIPV varies from 9% to 49% across studies (WHO, 2010). In this study, we were
interested to see whether there was a history of PIPV in the life of young adults, in order to
determine whether negative beliefs that developed during childhood could be a
vulnerability factor for PIPV later in life. The results showed that participants’ sex was not
associated with PIPV victimization, as both women and men had experienced PIPV,
highlighting the fact that physical victimization is not specific to women. These results
support those of previous studies (Straus, 2008). They also show that insecure attachment
to the father or mother increased the risk of being a victim of PIPV by 1.9 compared to
securely attached participants. Parental attachment is an important vulnerability factor for
PIPV victimization (Velotti et al., 2018). Young adults with insecure parental attachment
have a greater propensity to have DA as a whole (Hankin et al., 2005). When DA was
included in the meditational model, only DAL (sociotropy) - Seeking the esteem of others -
for attachment to the mother and DA2 (autonomy) - The capacity to oppose others - for
attachment to the father increased the model’s significance. These results are similar to
those in the literature, showing that insecure attachment to the mother is related more to
sociotropy (Otani et al., 2011, 2014), and that attachment to the father is related more to
autonomy (Otani et al., 2014). Indirect paths of both mediation models were significant
using the bootstrap method. Insecure attachment to the mother would lead to more DAL
(sociotropy), with a 1.3 increase in the risk of being a victim of PIPV at least once in a
lifetime. Similarly, insecure attachment to the father would lead to more DA2 (autonomy),
increasing by 1.2 the risk of being a victim of PIPV at least once in a lifetime. These
mediations are partial. These first results in the field of IPV can be compared with results
obtained in studies of mental health disorders, such as depression (Hankin et al., 2005;
Otani et al., 2018).

These findings suggest that approval and dependence patterns formed during young
adulthood may be induced by insecure relationships with the mother, which may in turn be
related to victimization by an intimate partner. By contrast, greater autonomy, notably the



capacity to oppose others, is likely to be induced by insecure relationships with the father,
in turn related to physical victimization by an intimate partner. These findings are in
accordance with those of Stith et al. (2004), who suggested that young adults’ personal
characteristics could represent vulnerabilities increasing the risk of being a victim of PIPV.
Based on the current results, DA could compromise the ability of young adults to have
harmonious romantic relationships, because they will tend to be drawn to partners who fit
their dysfunctional internal working models, heightening their vulnerability to PIPV
experiences.

Limitations. Several limitations should be borne in mind. First, the sample was
composed solely of young French adults, which may reduce the generalizability of the
findings. Secondly, self-report questionnaires reflect a subjective perception and may be
influenced by social desirability, and a multi-method approach would be preferable (e.g.,
semi-structured interviews). Furthermore, the scoring method used to evaluate PIPV was
dichotomous and it was therefore not possible to test the size of the indirect effects.
Participants were mainly female, and it is possible that the lack of difference in PIPV
experiences between women and men was biased. Considering the relational nature of
partner violence in young adults, it also seems important to take into account the potential
relationship dynamics involved in the participants’ experiences, such as dyadic adjustment.
In this study, we focused only on PIPV victims, but it would be interesting to study other
forms of violence and the bi-directionality of PIPV among young adults. Finally, the cross-
sectional nature of the data restricted our ability to test causal relations and to understand
the mechanisms behind the path leading from emotional insecurity to IPV. It would be
useful to replicate this research in a different cultural context, to examine whether these
interactions are culturally specific. Additional research is needed to determine cognitive
and emotional vulnerability factors in the risk of PIPV among insecurely attached
individuals.

Implications. No published studies have investigated the link between PIPV and DA.
Young adults with insecure internal working models will tend to have DA and to turn to
partners with the same profile, thus increasing the risk of dysfunctional relationships. The
current study provides an exploratory basis for appropriate prevention or intervention
programs for young adults. For example, while it does not seem possible to act on the
attachment of young adults to their parents, we can try to act on their beliefs and
representations in an attempt to deconstruct them. Universal prevention programs to
strengthen life skills such as cognitive skills (e.g. critical thinking, problem solving and
decision-making) or even emotional skills (e.g. being aware of oneself, of one’s history and
one’s limits), could be moderated and reduce dysfunctional beliefs or attitudes built up
since childhood. Thus, this research provides some initial ideas for interventions to prevent
IPV, and particularly PIPV, in young adults.

5. CONCLUSION

Insecure parental attachment and DA can be factors of vulnerability to PIPV. Further
analysis of the results shows that dysfunctional sociotropic attitudes appear to partially
mediate attachment to the mother and PIPV victimization among young adults, while
dysfunctional autonomous attitudes appear to partially mediate attachment to the father and
PIPV.
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