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The cycle of  violence hypothesis holds that experiencing abuse in childhood increases the 
risk of  perpetrating or experiencing violence, particularly in young adulthood. Research sug-
gests that childhood maltreatment can increase children’s risk for later violence, particularly 
in intimate relationships, by weakening their attachments to primary caregivers and lower-
ing their sense of  self-worth. Extant research has focused primarily on childhood physical 
abuse and exposure to intimate partner violence (IPV), leaving a gap in our understanding 
of  if  and how childhood emotional abuse (CEA) contributes to later violence. This study 
VRXJKW�WR�ÀOO�WKDW�JDS�E\�HYDOXDWLQJ�LI �&($�SUHGLFWHG�\RXQJ�DGXOW�,39�SHUSHWUDWLRQ�DQG�YLF-
timization via compromised attachment to caregivers and self-worth. The current sample 
of  1,091 college students (Mage = 19.23, SD = 1.65; 68.4% female sex assigned at birth) 
was ethnically and racially diverse (i.e., 41.9% Asian, 26.5% Latine, 15.9% White, 5.9% 
Black, and 9.9% multiracial/other). Participants completed surveys in a research lab using 
D�FRQÀGHQWLDO�RQOLQH�SODWIRUP�WR�DVVHVV�WKHLU�FKLOGKRRG�PDOWUHDWPHQW�H[SHULHQFHV��FDUHJLYHU�
attachments, self-worth, and IPV perpetration and victimization. Multiple mediation analy-
VHV� FRQWUROOLQJ� IRU� VH[� DVVLJQHG� DW� ELUWK� DQG� FKLOGKRRG� ,39� H[SRVXUH� VKRZHG� VLJQLÀFDQW�
effects from CEA to IPV perpetration and victimization via decreased self-worth but not 
compromised attachment. Follow-up analyses by the sex assigned at birth showed an indi-
rect pathway from CEA to IPV perpetration through compromised caregiver attachment for 
females. Consistent with prior data suggesting more substantial effects for females, CEA con-
tributed to IPV victimization for females through decreased self-worth but not for males. 
7KHVH�ÀQGLQJV�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI �FRQVLGHULQJ�VH[�VSHFLÀF�SDWKZD\V�IURP�&($�WR�
,39��2XU� UHVXOWV� DOVR� LOOXPLQDWH� VHOI�ZRUWK� DV� D�PRGLÀDEOH� WDUJHW� RI � LQWHUYHQWLRQV� WR� VWHP�
the cycle of  violence and attachment security to prevent IPV perpetration among females.
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Scholars have proposed different theories to explain the 
effects of  childhood maltreatment (i.e., before age 18) on 
later physical and mental well-being. The cycle of  violence 
theory holds that experiencing childhood maltreatment 
increases the risk of  perpetrating or experiencing violence in 
adulthood (e.g., Ehrensaft et al., 2003). Consistent with this 
theory, studies show that all forms of  childhood maltreatment 
can predict later intimate partner violence (IPV; e.g., Curtis et 
al., 2022). However, fewer studies have considered the effects 
of  childhood emotional abuse (CEA; i.e., acts that belittle, 
threaten, isolate, corrupt, or neglect children and their needs 
for emotional security; see Hibbard et al., 2012) on IPV 
perpetration and victimization. In a study of  184 adolescents, 
Zurbriggen et al. (2010) found that CEA was the strongest 
predictor of  sexual aggression perpetration compared to 
other forms of  maltreatment. However, other studies suggest 
WKDW�WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�PD\�EH�VH[�VSHFLÀF��)RU�H[DPSOH��LQ�D�86�
survey of  over 12,000 middle and high school students, CEA 
predicted IPV perpetration and victimization for females but 
not males (Richards et al., 2017). CEA remains underreported 
and understudied in maltreatment literature, likely due to 
WKH�ODFN�RI �D�XQLIRUP�OHJDO�GHÀQLWLRQ�DQG�SRRU�FRQVHQVXV�
around what constitutes CEA (Taillieu, 2016; Trickett et al., 
�������7KXV��WKH�SUHVHQW�VWXG\�ÀOOHG�WKHVH�JDSV�E\�HYDOXDWLQJ�
the cycle of  violence hypothesis from CEA to later IPV as 
H[SODLQHG�E\�WZR�VSHFLÀF�DQG�PRGLÀDEOH�GHYHORSPHQWDO�
SURFHVVHV��DWWDFKPHQW�WR�FDUHJLYHUV�DQG�VHOI�ZRUWK���

  Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1973) posits that inconsistent 
or unresponsive caregiving, commonly experienced by 
maltreated youth, hinders the development of  secure 
attachments in ways that compromise the safety and security 
of  subsequent close relationships (e.g., Davies & Cummings, 
1994; Reckdenwald et al., 2014). A sense of  security increases 
children’s capacities to regulate their emotions and behavioral 
expressions of  emotion (Davies & Cummings, 1994), which 
LV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�VDIHO\�DQG�VXFFHVVIXOO\�QDYLJDWLQJ�FRQÁLFW�LQ�

interpersonal relationships. Thus, we hypothesized that CEA 
would precipitate insecure attachments to caregivers that 
undermine later relational coping skills and perpetuate IPV. 

Given that children’s self-worth also develops in the context 
of  the early caregiving environment (Harter, 2012), we 
further hypothesized that CEA would undermine children’s 
self-worth in ways that engender later IPV. Indeed, prior 
studies have found that similar constructs, such as self-image 
and self-esteem, mediate or partially mediate associations 
between childhood maltreatment and later relationship 
violence (Reckdenwald et al., 2014; Goodman et al., 2021).  

The current study advanced research on CEA and IPV by 
HYDOXDWLQJ�VSHFLÀF�PHFKDQLVPV�XQGHUO\LQJ�K\SRWKHVL]HG�
pathways from CEA to later IPV perpetration and 
victimization. Multiple mediation analyses evaluated our 
hypothesis that compromised attachments to primary 
caregivers and decreased self-worth would account for 
predicted positive correlations between CEA and later 
IPV.  All analyses held childhood IPV exposure constant to 
HYDOXDWH�WKH�VSHFLÀF�FRQWULEXWLRQ�RI �&($�WR�ODWHU�,39��JLYHQ�
prior research showing high rates of  comorbidity between 
IPV exposure and CEA (Hamby et al., 2010). Finally, given 
WKDW�SUHYLRXV�VWXGLHV�VXJJHVWHG�VH[�VSHFLÀF�&($�HIIHFWV�
(e.g., Richards et al., 2017), we also explored the proposed 
mediation model separately for females and males. The 
present study focused on a sample of  college students 
because young adulthood coincides with establishing serious 
relationships. 

������

�������������Ƭ�����������
Participants were 1,091 college students (68.4% female sex 
assigned at birth; Mage = 19.23, SD = 1.65) drawn from 
a broader study of  young adult adaptation among 2,709 
undergraduates attending a large public university in Southern 
California. Participants were included in the current study 
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if  they reported having had a romantic relationship of  two 
months or longer. The sample was racially and ethnically 
diverse (i.e., 41.9% Asian, 26.5% Latino, 15.9% White, 5.9% 
Black, and 9.9% multiracial/other). 

Students were recruited from introductory psychology 
FRXUVHV�DQG�LQGLYLGXDOO\�FRPSOHWHG�D�FRQÀGHQWLDO�RQOLQH�
survey in private computer cubicles under the supervision 
of  a trained examiner. Participants were compensated 
with course credit for their participation. The university’s 
Institutional Review Board approved all procedures for 
Socio-Behavioral Research. 

���������

Maltreatment
 The Childhood Maltreatment Interview Schedule (Briere, 
1992) assessed CEA and childhood IPV exposure. This 
measure has demonstrated validity in predicting long-term 
outcomes of  child maltreatment (Briere & Runtz, 1990). CEA 
was evaluated with 14 items inquiring about participants’ 
experiences of  being yelled at, humiliated, criticized, and 
insulted by each caregiver. Each item was rated on a 7-point 
scale, with 0 representing “never” and seven representing 
´PRUH�WKDQ����WLPHVµ��ơ� ���������7KH�DYHUDJH�VFRUH�DFURVV�
caregivers was used to create a total CEA frequency variable 
for participants who rated two caregivers. Childhood IPV 
exposure included witnessing one caregiver physically assault 
the other as rated on a 7-point frequency variable, with one 
representing “once” and seven representing “more than 50 
times.”

Caregiver Attachment
Participants completed the Inventory of  Parent and Peer 
Attachment to assess their attachment to their primary 
caregiver(s) (Armsden & Greenberg, 2009). Participants rated 
each caregiver on 17 items across three broad attachment 
GRPDLQV��PXWXDO�WUXVW��FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�TXDOLW\��DQG�DQJHU�
or alienation. Items were rated on a 5-point Likert scale, 

with one representing “almost never or never true” and 5 
UHSUHVHQWLQJ�´DOPRVW�DOZD\V�RU�DOZD\V�WUXHµ��ơ ���������

Global Self-Worth
3DUWLFLSDQWV�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�6HOI�3HUFHSWLRQ�3URÀOH�IRU�&ROOHJH�
Students (Neeman & Harter, 1986). Global self-worth was 
indicated by six items asking students to select from two 
statements the one which best applied to them (e.g., “Some 
students are often disappointed with themselves” or “Other 
students are usually quite pleased with themselves), followed 
E\�D���SRLQW�VFDOH�DERXW�KRZ�VWURQJO\�WKH\�LGHQWLÀHG�ZLWK�WKH�
statement. A score of  1 represented a rating of  “sort of  true 
IRU�PHµ�DQG�D���UHSUHVHQWHG�D�UDWLQJ�RI �´UHDOO\�WUXH�RI �PHµ��ơ�
= 0.877).   

��������������������������������������ȋ���Ȍ
3DUWLFLSDQWV�FRPSOHWHG�WKH�&RQÁLFW�7DFWLFV�6FDOH��6WUDXV��
1979) to assess their experiences of  IPV perpetration and 
victimization in a relationship of  two months or longer. Items 
were rated for psychological aggression (e.g., swearing at a 
partner), physical assault (e.g., pushing a partner), and sexual 
coercion (e.g., making a partner have unprotected sex). IPV 
perpetration and victimization were indicated by 23 items 
HDFK��ơSHUSHWUDWLRQ� ��������ơYLFWLPL]DWLRQ� ��������XVLQJ�D�
7-point frequency scale from 1 representing “one time” to 7 
representing “21+ times.”

Data Analytic Plan
All analyses were completed using IBM SPSS 28.  Predictors 
and covariates were examined to ensure normality 
assumptions were met before conducting analyses. IPV 
perpetration and victimization scores were log-transformed 
to reduce kurtosis. A multivariate analysis of  variance 
(MANOVA) with post hoc Bonferroni-corrected 
comparisons assessed mean differences across study 
variables by the sex assigned at birth, race/ethnicity, and 
their interaction. Correlation analyses evaluated associations 
between predictors, outcome variables, mediators, and 
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covariates. Multiple 
mediation analyses were 
conducted using PROCESS 
version 4.2 (Hayes, 2022) to 
assess pathways from CEA 
to IPV through attachment 
and self-worth while 
controlling for participant 
sex assigned at birth and 
childhood IPV exposure.  

�������

����������������������
A MANOVA revealed 
mean differences by the sex 
assigned at birth (Wilks’ 
ƫ� ��������S� ��������DQG�
UDFH�HWKQLFLW\��:LONV·�ƫ� �
4.911, p < 0.001), but not 
WKHLU�LQWHUDFWLRQ��:LONV·�ƫ� �
1.393, p = 0.096; see Table 

1). Follow-up univariate 
ANOVAs showed that males reported stronger caregiver 
attachment, while females reported more IPV perpetration 
DQG�YLFWLPL]DWLRQ��7KHUH�ZHUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLIIHUHQFHV�DFURVV�
racial/ethnic groups regarding childhood IPV exposure, 
CEA, caregiver attachment, and self-worth. Participants 
ZKR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�PXOWLUDFLDO�RWKHU�UHSRUWHG�PRUH�FKLOGKRRG�
IPV exposure than White and Asian participants. Asian and 
multiracial/other participants reported more CEA than 
White participants, while White and Latine participants had 
higher attachment scores than Asian and multiracial/other 
participants. Black and Latine participants reported higher 
self-worth than Asian participants, while White participants 
reported higher self-worth than Asian and multiracial/other 
participants. 

��������������������
CEA correlated positively with childhood IPV exposure, 
IPV perpetration, and IPV victimization and negatively with 
caregiver attachment and self-worth. Caregiver attachment 
and self-worth were positively correlated with IPV 
perpetration and negatively correlated with victimization. IPV 
perpetration and victimization were positively correlated. 

������������������
Controlling for participant sex assigned at birth and 
childhood IPV exposure, multiple mediation analyses showed 
VLJQLÀFDQW�LQGLUHFW�HIIHFWV�IURP�&($�WR�,39�SHUSHWUDWLRQ�
(Figure 1; B = 0.0005, SE = 0.0002, 95% CI [0.0002, 0.0009]) 
and victimization (Figure 2; B = 0.0005, SE = 0.0002, 95% 

������͙Ǥ�����������������������������������������������������������������������Ȁ���������
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CI [0.0001, 0.0009]) through self-worth. Interestingly, when 
examined separately by sex assigned at birth, the indirect 
pathway from CEA to IPV perpetration was explained 
by both caregiver attachment (B = -0.0010, SE = 0.0004, 
95% CI [-0.0018, -0.0001]) and self-worth for females (B 
= 0.0005, SE = 0.0002, 95% CI [0.0001, 0.0010]), but only 
by self-worth for males (B = 0.0005, SE = 0.0003, 95% CI 
[0.0000, 0.0012]). The indirect pathway from CEA to IPV 
YLFWLPL]DWLRQ�WKURXJK�VHOI�ZRUWK�ZDV�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�IHPDOHV�
only (B = 0.0005, SE = 0.0002, 95% CI [0.0001, 0.0010).

����������

7KH�FXUUHQW�ÀQGLQJV�KLJKOLJKW�WKH�LPSOLFDWLRQV�RI �&($�
and global self-worth for understanding pathways to IPV 
perpetration and victimization in young adulthood. Given 
that at least one in seven children in the United States 
experienced abuse or neglect between 2021 and 2022 (Center 
IRU�'LVHDVH�&RQWURO���������DV�ZHOO�DV�ÀQGLQJV�VKRZLQJ�
increased risk of  adulthood violence among those with 
a history of  abuse (e.g., Ehrensaft et al., 2003), this study 
provides a crucial and timely evaluation of  mechanisms 
underlying the association between CEA and IPV in young 
adulthood. Consistent with prior research (e.g., Zurbriggen 

������͚Ǥ�������������������������������ȋN γ�͙͙͘͡Ȍǡ�	�������ȋN γ�͟͜͞Ȍ�Ƭ�������ȋN�γ�͛͜͝Ȍ
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	������͙Ǥ����������������������������������������������������������������������������Ǧ���������������������������ȋ���Ȍǡ���������
ȋ������Ȍǡ�����������ȋ������ȌǤ�������������������Ƥ������ơ����Ǥ������������ȋ�Ǥ�Ǥǡ�������������������������������������������������Ȍ�
are not shown for clarity.

	������͚Ǥ�����������������������������������������������������������������������������Ǧ���������������������������ȋ���Ȍǡ���������
ȋ������Ȍǡ�����������ȋ������ȌǤ�������������������Ƥ������ơ����Ǥ������������ȋ�Ǥ�Ǥǡ�������������������������������������������������Ȍ�
are not shown for clarity.
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et al., 2010; Fosco et al., 2016; Richards et al., 2017), CEA 
was correlated with higher rates of  IPV perpetration and 
victimization in young adulthood. Mediation analyses for 
the total sample revealed that, though CEA negatively 
affects caregiver attachment security and self-worth, only 
self-worth partially mediated relations between CEA and 
young adult IPV. Separated by the sex assigned at birth, the 
indirect pathway through self-worth to IPV perpetration was 
VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�ERWK�IHPDOHV�DQG�PDOHV��EXW�WKH�VDPH�LQGLUHFW�
SDWKZD\�WR�YLFWLPL]DWLRQ�ZDV�RQO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�IRU�IHPDOHV��
Interestingly, the adverse effects of  CEA on caregiver 
attachment also explained IPV perpetration for females only.  
7KHVH�ÀQGLQJV��LQ�SDUW��FRQWUDGLFW�SULRU�VXJJHVWLRQV�WKDW�&($�
affects IPV for females only (Richards et al., 2017) while 
LQGLFDWLQJ�IHPDOH�VSHFLÀF�SDWKZD\V�WR�,39�YLFWLPL]DWLRQ�
through decreased self-worth and IPV perpetration through 
compromised caregiver attachments.

This investigation supports the cycle of  violence hypothesis 
while extending this model to show that self-worth is an 
LPSRUWDQW�DQG�PRGLÀDEOH�PHGLDWRU�RI �&($�HIIHFWV�RQ�ODWHU�
IPV, particularly for females in the case of  IPV victimization. 
These pathways are consistent with prior data showing 
self-esteem as a mechanism underlying the cycle of  violence 
(e.g., Reckdenwald et al., 2014; Goodman et al., 2021). 
Although CEA contributed to poorer quality attachments, the 
QRQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�SDWKZD\�IURP�DWWDFKPHQW�WR�,39�UHQGHUHG�
WKH�RYHUDUFKLQJ�SDWKZD\�WKURXJK�DWWDFKPHQW�QRQ�VLJQLÀFDQW�
for both IPV perpetration and victimization in the total 
VDPSOH��+RZHYHU��FDUHJLYHU�DWWDFKPHQW�GLG�SOD\�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�
explanatory role in predicting IPV perpetration for females. 

����������Ƭ������������
This investigation offers a new look at explanatory pathways 
from CEA to IPV while holding childhood IPV exposure 
constant. Strengths of  this project include the relatively 
large and demographically diverse sample to support these 
DQDO\VHV��+RZHYHU��VHYHUDO�OLPLWDWLRQV�PD\�KDYH�LQÁXHQFHG�
WKH�VWXG\�ÀQGLQJV�ZKLOH�SRLQWLQJ�WR�GLUHFWLRQV�IRU�JURZWK�LQ�

future research. First, this study used retrospective self-report 
measures of  maltreatment. Multi-method maltreatment 
assessments can avoid confounds and missed information 
from individual measures (e.g., Zeanah & Humphreys, 2018; 
Grasso, 2022). Second, these data were collected 15 years 
ago and did not show representative numbers of  participants 
with non-binary or transgender identities. Sexual minorities 
(e.g., lesbian, gay, etc.) were also underreported in the sample. 
Third, the cross-sectional nature of  the study design limited 
RXU�DELOLW\�WR�GUDZ�FDXVDO�LQIHUHQFHV�EDVHG�RQ�WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV��
For example, it is equally plausible that IPV leads to lower 
self-worth as it is that it leads to IPV. Finally, the study drew 
on a convenience sample of  college students, which can 
UHVWULFW�WKH�JHQHUDOL]DELOLW\�RI �WKH�REWDLQHG�ÀQGLQJV�WR�RWKHU�
young adult populations. 

	������������������������������

The current study illuminates promising targets for future 
interventions to address and redress the adverse effects 
of  CEA on later relational health. Future research should 
explore interventions aimed at improving self-worth among 
individuals with a history of  CEA. There is a strong need 
to emphasize protective factors and positive developmental 
outcomes among maltreatment survivors and explore 
developmental problems. Many youths in this sample did 
not report later IPV, despite pronounced histories of  CEA. 
Future research should identify ways to strengthen family 
relationships, improve self-worth, and mitigate the adverse 
effects of  CEA on relational development. Moreover, 
DOWKRXJK�ZH�FRXOG�QRW�HYDOXDWH�WKH�VSHFLÀF�LPSDFWV�RI �&($�
across ethnic and racial groups in this sample, there is a 
pressing need for future studies to focus on within-group 
patterns rather than exclusively focusing on patterns between 
JURXSV��)XWXUH�UHVHDUFK�PXVW�UHSOLFDWH�WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�XVLQJ�D�
broader probability sample (e.g., with young adults who are 
not in college and reside outside of  Southern California).
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7RJHWKHU��WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�VKRZ�WKDW�VHOI�ZRUWK�LV�DQ�LPSRUWDQW�
mechanism underlying the cycle of  violence from CEA 
to later IPV. Moreover, for females, caregiver attachments 
may also be a source of  protection in pathways to IPV 
perpetration. The high prevalence of  maltreatment in 
the US necessitates efforts to identify groups that are at 
greatest risk for adverse outcomes to guide the development 
and successful implementation of  targeted, preventative 
interventions. At the same time, many participants in this 
study broke the cycle of  violence, which points to a need for 
strength-based studies of  resilience to inform prevention and 
intervention efforts further.
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