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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose
The family, as the most fundamental social

institution, serves as the cornerstone of human
society. The marital relationship, as the core of
this institution, plays a pivotal role in shaping
the psychological health and well-being of
individuals and the broader social fabric.
Marital adjustment, defined as the dynamic
process through which spouses modify their
interaction patterns to achieve mutual
satisfaction and harmony, is a critical indicator
of family functioning and stability. It
encompasses various dimensions, including
marital satisfaction, cohesion, consensus, and
affection expression, reflecting the couple's
ability to navigate conflicts, manage stressors,
and maintain emotional intimacy throughout
their shared life journey.

In contemporary societies, the prevalence of
intimate partner violence (IPV) has emerged
as a significant public health concern with
profound implications for marital adjustment.
IPV, encompassing physical, psychological,
and sexual abuse within the context of intimate
relationships, not only inflicts immediate
physical and emotional harm but also
contributes to long-term deterioration of
relationship quality, erosion of trust, and
diminished marital satisfaction. The World
Health Organization reports that
approximately one in three women worldwide
experience some form of IPV during their
lifetime, highlighting the universal nature of
this phenomenon. In Iran, studies conducted
during the COVID-19 pandemic revealed that
77.2% of women in major cities experienced

@ Copyright: © 2023 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication under the terms and
conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (Cc BY) license

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


https://doi.org/10.22089/spsyj.2026.16414.2464
mailto:sirus.sharifi@iau.ir
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-7644-509X
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-9717-4976
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9071-0871
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0017-4011
https://doi.org/xx.xxx/yyyy
https://spsyj.ssrc.ac.ir/?lang=en

Relationship between Exposure to Violence and Avoidant Attachment with... 36

at least one form of violence, underscoring the
pervasive nature of this issue within the
Iranian context.

Among the psychological  constructs
implicated in marital adjustment, attachment
styles, particularly avoidant attachment, have
garnered substantial empirical attention.
Grounded in Bowlby's attachment theory,
which posits that early caregiving experiences
shape enduring patterns of relating in
adulthood, avoidant attachment is
characterized by a defensive dismissal of
intimacy, emotional distancing, and reluctance
to seek support from partners. Individuals with
avoidant attachment styles often exhibit
limited emotional disclosure, difficulty
expressing vulnerability, and reduced capacity
for empathy, all of which impede the
development of secure emotional bonds and
compromise marital quality. Research
consistently demonstrates that avoidant
attachment  negatively predicts marital
satisfaction and adjustment across diverse
cultural contexts.

Early exposure to violence (EEV) during
childhood, encompassing direct victimization
or witnessing interparental  violence,
represents another significant risk factor for
impaired marital adjustment. Social learning
theory proposes that children internalize
observed behavioral patterns as normative
templates for conflict resolution, predisposing
them to replicate violent interactions in their
adult relationships. The intergenerational
transmission of violence hypothesis further
suggests that childhood maltreatment disrupts
emotion  regulation  capacities, fosters
maladaptive schemas regarding relationships,
and undermines the development of healthy
interpersonal skills. Consequently, individuals

with histories of EEV demonstrate elevated
rates of IPV perpetration and victimization,
alongside diminished capacity for marital
adjustment.

Despite extensive research on the independent
contributions of EEV, avoidant attachment,
and IPV to marital outcomes, a comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms linking
these factors remains incomplete. The present
study addresses this gap by investigating the
dual mediating roles of physical activity (PA)
and IPV in the relationships between
EEV/avoidant attachment and marital
adjustment among female athletes. Physical
activity, as a modifiable health behavior,
emerges as a promising protective factor in
this context. Regular exercise has been
associated with improved mood regulation,
reduced stress reactivity, enhanced self-
esteem, positive body image, and expanded
social support networks—all mechanisms that
may buffer against the deleterious effects of
violence exposure and insecure attachment.
Moreover, PA may indirectly promote marital
adjustment by reducing IPV perpetration
through improved emotional regulation and
conflict management skills. However, the
mediating role of PA in the nexus between
early-life adversities and marital outcomes has
received limited  empirical  scrutiny,
particularly in non-Western cultural contexts.

This study aimed to: (1) examine the direct
associations  between EEV, avoidant
attachment, 1PV, and marital adjustment in
female athletes; (2) test the mediating role of
IPV in the relationship between EEV/avoidant
attachment and marital adjustment; (3) test the
mediating role of physical activity in these
relationships; and (4) examine the chain
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mediation pathways (EEV/avoidant
attachment — physical activity — [PV —
marital adjustment).

Materials and Methods

This applied, descriptive-correlational study
employed structural equation modeling (SEM)
to test the proposed conceptual model. The
statistical population comprised all female
athletes residing in Karaj, Iran, who had
experienced at least one episode of domestic
violence (physical, psychological, or both)
during their marital life. Participants were
recruited through family counseling centers
and social work clinics in Karaj, in
collaboration with psychologists and social
workers. A sample of 450 women was selected
using purposive non-random sampling based
on Cramer's formula (with 465 questionnaires
distributed and 15 excluded due to
incompleteness).

Participants met the following inclusion
criteria: (1) married women; (2) at least one
year of marital cohabitation; (3) history of at
least one episode of domestic violence
confirmed by a psychologist or social worker;
(4) basic literacy to complete questionnaires;
(5) absence of acute psychiatric disorders; (6)
regular physical activity for at least two
consecutive years; and (7) provision of
informed consent.

The following instruments were administered:

Baecke Physical Activity Questionnaire
(BPAQ, 1982): A 16-item scale assessing
three  domains—occupational physical
activity, sports physical activity (leisure), and
non-sports physical activity (commuting)—on
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a 5-point Likert scale. The BPAQ
demonstrated good reliability in the present
study (Cronbach's o = 0.80).

Hazan and Shaver Adult Attachment
Questionnaire  (1987): A 5-item  scale
assessing avoidant attachment style on a 5-
point Likert scale. Cronbach's a in this study
was 0.78.

Spanier Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS,
1975): A 32-item scale measuring four
subscales:  dyadic  satisfaction, dyadic
cohesion, dyadic consensus, and affectional
expression.  Reliability was satisfactory
(overall o= 0.77).

Straus et al. Revised Conflict Tactics Scales
(CTS2, 1996): A 20-item scale assessing
psychological (8 items) and physical (12
items) violence on an 8-point frequency scale.
Cronbach's a for the overall scale was 0.75.

Godbout et al. Early Exposure to Violence
Questionnaire (2009): A 4 single-item scale
evaluating  childhood  experiences  of
witnessing and experiencing physical and
psychological violence. Reliability was
acceptable (overall o = 0.78).

Procedure and Ethical Considerations

Data collection occurred from September to
December 2023 through  face-to-face,
individual administration. The lead researcher
and two trained research assistants (master's
students in clinical psychology) visited the
centers, providing standardized instructions
and ensuring participant confidentiality. All
participants signed informed consent forms
and were informed of their right to withdraw
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at any stage. The study received ethical
approval from the Institutional Review Board
(IR.IAU.ABHAR.REC.1402.006).

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive statistics (frequencies,
percentages, means, standard deviations,
skewness, and kurtosis) were computed.
Pearson  correlation  coefficients  were
calculated to examine bivariate relationships.
Structural equation modeling (SEM) with
maximum  likelihood  estimation  was
employed using SPSS-V19 and AMOS-V20
to test direct and indirect effects. Mediation
hypotheses were assessed using bootstrap
resampling (5000 samples) with 95%
confidence intervals.

Findings

Participant ages ranged from 25 to 55 years
(mean age: 36-40 years, 31.1%). Educational
levels varied, with 28.7% holding middle
school diplomas, 24.9% high school diplomas,
20.4% associate degrees, 25.1% bachelor's
degrees, and 9.6% master's degrees. Most
participants were homemakers (73.1%), with
26.9% employed outside the home. Skewness
and kurtosis values for all study variables fell
within the acceptable range of +2, indicating
normal distribution.

Pearson  correlation analyses revealed
significant associations among all variables in
the expected directions. Marital adjustment
was negatively correlated with EEV (r = -
0.536, p < 0.01), avoidant attachment (r = -
0.479, p < 0.01), and IPV (r = -0.482, p <
0.01). Conversely, physical activity was
positively correlated with marital adjustment

(r=10.508, p <0.01) and negatively correlated
with EEV (r = -0.512, p < 0.01), avoidant
attachment (r =-0.482, p < 0.01), and IPV (r =
-0.495, p < 0.01), suggesting a protective role.

Structural Equation Modeling
Model Fit

The hypothesized model demonstrated
excellent fit to the data (y?/df = 2.60, RMSEA
=0.068, CFI =0.96, GFI = 0.95, AGFI =0.92,
NFI = 0.95, IFI = 0.96). These indices, all
exceeding recommended thresholds,
confirmed the adequacy of the proposed
model.

Direct Effects

The SEM results (Table 5) indicated
significant negative direct effects on marital
adjustment for EEV (B = -0.194, p < 0.001),
avoidant attachment (B = -0.210, p < 0.001),
and IPV (B = -0.183, p < 0.005). Physical
activity exerted a significant positive direct
effect on marital adjustment (B = 0.246, p <
0.001). Both EEV (B = 0.340, p < 0.001) and
avoidant attachment (B = 0.372, p < 0.001)
significantly predicted IPV. Additionally,
EEV (B = -0.384, p < 0.001), avoidant
attachment (f =-0.315, p <0.001), and IPV (B
= -0.297, p < 0.001) significantly predicted
physical activity, confirming the hypothesized
pathways.

Indirect Effects

Bootstrap mediation analysis confirmed
significant indirect effects:

EEV — IPV — Marital adjustment: = -0.098, p
=0.021.
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Avoidant attachment — I[PV — Marital
adjustment:  =-0.108, p = 0.017.

EEV — Physical activity — Marital adjustment: 3
=-0.104, p = 0.028.

Avoidant attachment — Physical activity —
Marital adjustment: § =-0.087, p = 0.035.

All 95% bootstrap confidence intervals
excluded zero, substantiating the hypothesized
mediation effects.

Conclusion

This study advanced understanding of marital
adjustment determinants by examining a
comprehensive model incorporating both
vulnerability (EEV, avoidant attachment, IPV)
and protective (physical activity) factors
among female athletes. The findings
substantiated all hypotheses, revealing that
physical activity and IPV serve as dual
mediating mechanisms linking early-life
adversities to marital outcomes.

The negative direct effects of EEV, avoidant
attachment, and IPV on marital adjustment
align with social learning theory, attachment
theory, and resource theory, respectively.
Women exposed to childhood violence
internalize maladaptive conflict resolution
templates, perpetuating intergenerational
cycles of abuse. Similarly, avoidant
attachment undermines emotional intimacy
through defensive distancing and limited
empathy, compromising relationship quality.
IPV, as a chronic stressor, depletes
psychological resources, erodes trust, and
diminishes reciprocity essential for marital
satisfaction.

The positive direct effect of physical activity
on marital adjustment represents a novel
contribution. Regular exercise likely enhances
marital quality through multiple mechanisms:
(a) neurobiological effects (reduced cortisol,
increased endorphins and monoamines
improving mood); (b)  psychological
mechanisms (enhanced self-esteem, body
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image, and self-efficacy); (c) social
mechanisms (expanded support networks and
social skills); and (d) behavioral mechanisms
(improved emotion regulation and reduced
reactivity to conflict).

The mediating role of IPV in transmitting the
effects of EEV and avoidant attachment to
diminished marital adjustment confirms
theoretical formulations from
intergenerational transmission and attachment
perspectives. Childhood violence normalizes
aggressive behaviors and instills maladaptive
schemas (abandonment, emotional
deprivation, subjugation), while avoidant
attachment  generates  conflict-avoidant
interaction patterns that provoke partner
frustration and IPV. These pathways coalesce
into a vicious cycle: avoidant attachment —
conflict escalation — IPV — reduced
emotional security — further attachment
avoidance —  progressive  relationship
deterioration.

This study provides the first empirical
evidence, to our knowledge, that physical
activity mediates the effects of EEV and
avoidant attachment on marital adjustment.
Physically active women with histories of
violence exposure or insecure attachment
exhibited better marital outcomes than their
inactive counterparts. Physical activity
appears to  disrupt  intergenerational
transmission by: (a) providing a healthy
coping mechanism that replaces maladaptive
behaviors; (b) reducing stress and enhancing
emotion regulation, enabling more adaptive
responses to conflict; (c) improving self-
efficacy and empowerment, reducing
acceptance of partner violence; and (d)
fostering social connections that mitigate
isolation and dependency.

The significant chain mediation pathways
(EEV/avoidant attachment —  physical
activity — I[PV — marital adjustment)
highlight physical activity's dual protective
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role. Beyond its direct benefits, physical
activity  indirectly  enhances  marital
adjustment by reducing IPV. This cascading
effect suggests that exercise may disrupt the
cycle of violence at multiple points: by
improving individual psychological resources,
by reducing relationship conflict, and by
promoting healthier interaction patterns. This
finding has important implications for
intervention design, indicating that PA
programs may yield synergistic benefits for
women exposed to violence.

The study confirms that EEV, avoidant
attachment, and IPV constitute significant risk
factors for reduced marital adjustment, while
physical activity serves as a protective factor
through both direct and indirect pathways. The
dual mediation model, incorporating both IPV
and physical activity, provides a more
comprehensive understanding of marital
adjustment determinants than prior univariate
approaches.

Theoretical ~ Contributions: The  findings
extend intergenerational transmission theory
by identifying physical activity as a novel
mechanism that can break the cycle of
violence across generations. The results also
broaden attachment theory, demonstrating that
PA can partially compensate for the relational
deficits associated with avoidant attachment.

Practical Implications: The empirical support
for physical activity's protective role
underscores the need for integrating exercise
programs into interventions targeting marital
dysfunction and IPV. Family counseling
centers, social work clinics, and primary
healthcare settings should incorporate PA
promotion as a low-cost, low-stigma
intervention for women with histories of
violence exposure or insecure attachment.
Specifically, structured group exercise
programs may offer additional social support
benefits while addressing multiple risk factors
simultaneously.

Limitations and Future Directions: Several
limitations warrant acknowledgment: (1) The
cross-sectional  design  precludes causal
inferences; future longitudinal studies are
needed to establish temporal precedence. (2)
Reliance on self-report measures introduces
potential social desirability and recall biases;
objective assessment of physical activity (e.g.,
accelerometry) would strengthen findings. (3)
The sample was restricted to female athletes in
Karaj, limiting generalizability; future studies
should include diverse populations (non-
athletes, varied cultural contexts, men). (4)
Only avoidant attachment was examined;
future research should incorporate secure,
anxious, and disorganized attachment styles to
capture the full spectrum of attachment
influences. (5) Potential  confounding
variables  (e.g., socioeconomic  status,
relationship duration, previous therapy) were
not fully controlled; future models should
include these covariates.

Despite these limitations, the study provides
compelling evidence for physical activity as a
crucial mediating mechanism linking early-
life adversities and attachment patterns to
marital adjustment. The dual pathway model
offers a framework for developing integrated
interventions that simultaneously reduce IPV
and promote PA, potentially producing more
robust improvements in women's marital
quality and overall well-being.

Keywords: Intimate  Partner  Violence,
Avoidant Attachment, Marital Adjustment,
Female Athletes, Physical Activity.
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