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Background: Childhood traumais a significant predictor of adult relational dysfunction, with attachment styles
playing a mediating role in this process. Understanding the mechanisms by which early adverse experiences
influence love addiction can contribute to more targeted interventions.

Aims: The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of attachment styles in the relationship between
traumatic childhood experiences and love addiction among university students.

Methods: The method of the present study was descriptive-correlational, using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population of the study included all undergraduate students at the University of Guilan, from
whom 360 students were selected using convenience sampling. Research data were collected through
questionnaires on Love Addiction Inventory (Paybody, 2005), traumatic childhood experiences (US Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention and Prevention and Kaiser Foundation, 2014), and Adult Attachment Inventory
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Data analysis was also performed using structural equation modeling and Bootstrap
methods using SPSS-26 and AMOS-24 software.

Results: The results of the study indicated a good fit of the model (RMSEA=0.04, P < 0.001). Secure and
ambivalent attachment styles significantly mediated the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and
love addiction, while avoidant attachment style did not play a mediating role.

Conclusion: The results underscore the importance of insecure attachment styles, particularly ambivalent
attachment, in mediating the effects of childhood trauma on adult relationship behaviors. These findings may
inform the development of therapeutic interventions aimed at addressing attachment-related vulnerabilities to
reduce the risk of love addiction in affected individuals.
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Introduction

Human connection is a fundamental source of
psychological comfort and emotional well-being
from infancy to death (Levine & Haller, 2010;
Esmaeilpour, 2024). Love plays a central role in
shaping an individual’s experience of life, forming a
unique phenomenon that cannot be substituted by
other aspects such as entertainment, food, or lifestyle
(Aghakhani &  Zargami, 2020). Romantic
relationships significantly influence core areas of
youth development including intimacy, identity
formation, peer interactions, and sexual maturity
(Pourmohsenikalori, 2015). However, not all
romantic relationships are successful (Ehsani, 2011).
According to Susman (2010), mature love contributes
to mutual growth, enhanced self-esteem, and well-
being, whereas immature love is characterized by
obsessive concerns, dependency, insecurity, and
anxiety. Under certain conditions, love can lead to
excessive joy or profound suffering, negatively
impacting an individual’s health and leading to a
phenomenon known as love addiction (Salani et al.,
2022). This condition is often conceptualized within
an addiction framework (Wery et al., 2019),
manifesting as behavioral addiction marked by
obsessive  thoughts, emotional  dependency,
compulsive behaviors, and continued pursuit of
connection despite adverse outcomes (Peabody,
2005; Fisher, 2014; Salani et al., 2022).

Negative experiences in romantic relationships, such
as rejection and conflict, may lead to psychological
distress, anxiety, depression, and even substance
abuse (Stravogiannis et al., 2018). Love addiction can
also disrupt occupational functioning and social roles,
and in severe cases, may lead to self-harming
behaviors or suicide (Fisher, 2006; American
Psychiatric Association, 2000; Esmaeilpour, 2024).

Childhood adversities—stressful or traumatic events
occurring before age 18—are a key factor in the
development of psychological and behavioral
disorders in adulthood (Luo & Zhian, 2019). A
growing body of research links such experiences with
poor mental health outcomes and dysfunctional
relational patterns (Oladeji et al.,, 2010; Griffin
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Shelley, 2009). Neurodevelopmental research shows
that early deprivation and maltreatment may cause
lasting changes in brain function and emotional
regulation, laying the groundwork for psychiatric
symptoms and relational difficulties in adulthood
(Estévez & Momefie, 2023; Zarse et al., 2019).
Attachment theory suggests that early family
dynamics and unmet emotional needs shape adult
attachment styles. Insecure attachment is closely tied
to compulsive relational behaviors and difficulty
regulating intimacy (Schaeffer, 2012; Kotera &
Rhodes, 2019). Adult attachment, defined as a
consistent  emotional bond that provides
psychological security, can mediate the long-term
effects of childhood trauma on relational outcomes
(Yousefi et al., 2017; Benfield, 2018).

Studies have shown that secure attachment reduces
vulnerability to love addiction, while insecure
attachment—especially anxious or avoidant styles—
is a strong predictor of relational dysfunction and
behavioral addictions (Schindler, 2019; Gori et al.,
2022; Dunlop et al., 2020). Given the potential
negative impact of love addiction on university
students—who represent the future workforce—and
the limited research on this topic in Iran, the present
study aims to investigate the mediating role of secure,
avoidant, and ambivalent attachment styles in the
relationship ~ between  childhood  traumatic
experiences and love addiction among university
students.

Method

This study was conducted using a correlational design
based on structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population included all undergraduate
students at the University of Guilan during the 2023—
2024 academic year, estimated at approximately
12,000 individuals. A sample of 364 participants was
selected through convenience sampling, adhering to
Kline’s (2015) recommendation of a minimum of 20
participants per estimated parameter in path analysis.
Due to the non-random nature of convenience
sampling, generalizations must be interpreted
cautiously and contextualized through informed
judgment. After securing the necessary permissions
and explaining the study’s objectives to students in
classroom settings, 404 questionnaires were
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distributed. After screening for incomplete responses
and random or outlier patterns, 360 valid responses
remained and were used for final analysis. Inclusion
criteria were: voluntary participation, single marital
status, undergraduate level, and an age range of 18—
25 years. Exclusion criteria included withdrawal from
the study, incomplete data, and reported history of
psychological disorders (self-reported). Ethical
considerations were observed: participants were
informed of the study’s purpose, no identifying data
were collected, participation was voluntary, and
withdrawal was permitted at any stage. The study was
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
University of Guilan (IR.GUILAN.REC.1403.092).
Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26 and
AMOS version 24. Descriptive statistics (mean,
standard deviation) and inferential tests (correlation
analysis and path analysis) were used to assess model
fit and evaluate relationships between variables.

Results

The final sample included 360 undergraduate
students (39.4% male, 60.6% female) aged between
18 and 25 years (M = 20.27, SD = 1.5). Normality
assumptions were met, and no significant univariate
or multivariate outliers were detected.

Pearson correlation coefficients indicated significant
relationships among study variables. Love addiction
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was positively correlated with adverse childhood
experiences and ambivalent attachment, and
negatively correlated with secure attachment.
Avoidant attachment was not significantly associated
with adverse childhood experiences.

Path analysis showed that the proposed model had a
good fit to the data (e.g., RMSEA =0.04, CFI = 0.98,
GFI =0.99).

Results demonstrated that ambivalent and secure
attachment styles significantly —mediated the
relationship between adverse childhood experiences
and love addiction. Specifically, ambivalent
attachment had the strongest mediating effect. In
contrast, avoidant attachment did not significantly
mediate this relationship.

Bootstrapping analysis (5,000 samples, 95% CI)
confirmed the significance of the indirect effects for
secure and ambivalent attachment styles, while the
indirect path through avoidant attachment was not
significant. These findings support the mediating role
of specific insecure attachment styles—particularly
ambivalent—in linking early trauma to dysfunctional
romantic behaviors such as love addiction. The fit
indices of the research model and the bootstrap result
for the indirect path of the research model are
presented in Tables 1 and 2, respectively.

Table 1 Data fit indicators with the assumed model

indicators Index Desired amount Early model Final model

. . Chi-Square Smaller is better. 59 6
Aol e GFI Greater than 0.9 0.825 0.992
NFI Greater than 0.9 0.475 0.985
Incremental Eit Indices CFI Greater than 0.9 0.473 0.987
RFI Greater than 0.5 0.312 0.850
IFI Between 0 and 1 0.480 0.987

Parsimonious Fit Inde PNFI Greater than 0.05 0.190 0.9
RMSEA Smaller than 0.05 0.09 0.04

Table 2Bootstrap result for the indirect path of the research model

Mediator Confidence intervals result p
lower upper
secure 0/011 0/177 Mediation p<+/+)
Avoidant -0/005 0/102 Non- Mediation p<+/e)
Ambivalence 0/426 0/813 Mediation p<+/++)
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Figure 1Final Research Model

Conclusion

The present study examined the mediating role of
attachment styles (secure, avoidant, and ambivalent)
in the relationship between adverse childhood
experiences and love addiction among university
students. The final model demonstrated good fit, and
findings revealed that both secure and ambivalent
attachment styles significantly mediated the
relationship between childhood trauma and love
addiction. In contrast, avoidant attachment did not
show a significant mediating effect.

These results highlight the importance of early
relational experiences in shaping attachment patterns
that contribute to romantic dysfunction in adulthood.
The findings are consistent with attachment theory
and previous research, suggesting that insecure
attachment—particularly ambivalent—can amplify
the impact of early trauma on later relational
addiction. The lack of a mediating role for avoidant
attachment may point to other moderating
psychological variables such as emotion regulation,
personality traits, or social support.

Given the potential for love addiction to disrupt
academic, emotional, and relational functioning, the
study underscores the importance of early
intervention and preventive education. Teaching
attachment awareness and healthy relational
strategies in academic settings could help reduce the
prevalence of love addiction, particularly among
students with a history of childhood adversity.
Therapists working with individuals facing love
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addiction should assess attachment styles and early
life experiences, and incorporate attachment-based
therapeutic approaches to improve outcomes.

Future research is encouraged to replicate this model
with randomized sampling methods, in diverse
cultural contexts, and while controlling for
demographic factors such as gender, to strengthen
generalizability.
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