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A B S T R A C T   

Remaining in an abusive relationship is a strong risk factor for (re)victimization. Due to the relational nature of 
intimate partner violence attachment theory offers a useful framework for better understanding its dynamics. 
Within two studies we worked on individual differences regarding imagined attitudes when confronted with 
intimate partner violence as being the victim. Our first study showed that high level of attachment anxiety is a 
risk factor for willingness to remain when imagining a hypothetical abusive relationship incidence. The second 
study presented the effectiveness of security priming in reducing the willingness to remain when imagining being 
in an abusive relationship and showed that this effect was the strongest in the case of participants with higher 
levels of attachment anxiety. These findings extend our understanding of the dynamics behind remaining in an 
abusive relationship and suggest the use of attachment security schemas as an effective technique for inclusion in 
interventions against (re)victimization.   

1. Introduction 

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention define intimate 
partner violence (IPV) as “physical violence, sexual violence, stalking 
and psychological aggression (including coercive tactics) by a current or 
former intimate partner (i.e., spouse, boyfriend/girlfriend, dating part-
ner, or ongoing sexual partner)” (Breiding et al., 2015, p. 11). Intimate 
partner violence is one of the most important public health problems 
that affects mostly women around the world (World Health Organiza-
tion, 2018). It is important to focus on the dynamics that lead IPV vic-
tims to stay with an abusive partner, because they are subject to physical 
as well as mental health consequences, including depression, general-
ized anxiety disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, inability to work, 
unwanted pregnancies, miscarriages, and bruises (Anderson, 2008; 
Cavanaugh et al., 2012). Additionally, IPV is commonly repetitive and 
its severity as well as frequency tends to increase along with the duration 
of the relationship (Cochran et al., 2011). In this sense, staying with an 
abusive partner might increase the risk for (re) victimization and 
knowledge about the risk factors that contribute to women having 
repeated experiences of IPV is relatively scarce (Smith & Stover, 2016). 
To the best of our knowledge, no previous study has empirically tested 

an integrative model of the association between IPV and individual 
differences regarding attachment orientations. Considering the rela-
tional nature of IPV and drawing on adult attachment theory, our aim 
was to explore the underlying factors that contribute to the continuation 
of a relationship in the presence of IPV. Furthermore, we believe that 
fostering greater secure attachment patterns among (potential) victims 
can be combined with other interventions as an effective technique for 
preventing the recurrence of IPV. 

Adult attachment theory is widely applied in this field of research, 
especially in terms of explaining individual differences (Barbaro et al., 
2019). Building on Bowlby's attachment theory (1969), adult attach-
ment theory proposes that internal working models (IWMs)—which 
provide us with expectations of ourselves or others and which are 
developed by interactions with caregivers—are carried into future re-
lationships and regulate the functioning of adult relationships. Internal 
working models reflect the extent to which individuals believe them-
selves worthy of love and attention from others (the self-model) and the 
extent to which they believe that others will relate to them in a 
responsive and supportive way (the other model) (Henderson et al., 
2005). In this sense, adult attachment theory highlights the importance 
of attachment experiences in early development as a tool that strongly 
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influences an individual's ability to establish interpersonal bonds later in 
life. There is therefore a risk that, as a result of insensitive and incon-
sistent caregiving, an individual will inherit inappropriate levels of both 
giving and receiving care, including overdependency or under- 
involvement behaviors. Ultimately, the quality of close relationships is 
due to these IWMs (Feeney, 2008) and IWMs are closely related with 
essential components of romantic relationships like conflict manage-
ment and relational aggression (Riggs, 2010). 

Research suggests that adult attachment can best be described ac-
cording to two orthogonal dimensions— attachment avoidance and 
attachment anxiety with respect to the “deactivation” and “hyper-
activation” of the attachment system (Brenner et al., 2021; Mikulincer & 
Shaver, 2016). Attachment avoidance is characterized by feelings of fear 
and discomfort with respect to intimacy, as well as high self-reliance and 
the refusal of dependency on others. Attachment anxiety, on the other 
hand, reflects a fear of rejection and abandonment, as well as a preoc-
cupation with relationships and intimacy. Individuals that are placed 
low on the scale of both these dimensions fall into the secure attachment 
category, whereas others with high levels of anxiety or avoidance are 
categorized as being insecurely attached (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016). 

Dutton and White (2012) explain how attachment theory plays a role 
in IPV. Studies have shown that many of the individuals who experience 
IPV demonstrate insecure attachment orientations (Ogilvie et al., 2014; 
Ponti & Tani, 2019), and these orientations predict both the perpetra-
tion of IPV and IPV victimization (Bélanger et al., 2015). For example, 
compared to their counterparts, individuals high in attachment anxiety 
are at higher risk of IPV perpetration. Because of their disturbed affect 
regulation and cognition, they use IPV as a tool to provide proximity 
when their fear of loss is activated (Barbaro et al., 2019). Individuals 
high in attachment avoidance, on the other hand, might deliberately use 
aggressive behaviors or other abusive strategies to control and intimi-
date their partners, and to prevent them from providing proximity 
(Gormley & Lopez, 2010). 

Despite the extensive body of research on attachment and IPV 
perpetration, comparatively few studies have been carried out on 
victimization and attachment. Higher levels of attachment anxiety have 
been linked to recurrent IPV victimization among women, as it leaves 
women with a wide range of relational vulnerabilities (Velotti et al., 
2018). As attachment anxiety predisposes women to fear separation and 
abandonment, women high in attachment anxiety have difficulty leav-
ing abusive relationships (Allison et al., 2008; Finkel & Slotter, 2007; 
Henderson et al., 2005; Shurman & Rodriguez, 2006). Doumas et al. 
(2008) stated that individuals high in attachment anxiety tend to 
tolerate violence as a tool to provide proximity—that is, negative 
treatment might seem more endurable by individuals high in attachment 
anxiety over perceived emotional distance, separation threats, or actual 
disengagement. 

Furthermore, IPV may function as a tool of affirmation/validation for 
individuals with high attachment anxiety in terms of their perception of 
the self and of others. In their study on IPV, childhood maltreatment, 
attachment styles, and depressive symptoms among women, Smagur 
et al. (2018) reported that women interpret IPV in a way that is 
congruent with their negative working models of the self, and that IPV 
maintains working models that result from childhood maltreatment. 
From a different perspective, anxiously attached individuals' predomi-
nant IWM of the self as unworthy or undeserving of love may “justify” 
the abuse directed at them (Henderson et al., 2005). As Sandberg et al. 
(2016) stated, for individuals high in attachment anxiety, a caring and 
loving relationship might seem unattainable. In some cases, staying with 
an abusive partner might involve traumatic reenactment of unresolved 
attachment experiences (Pearlman & Courtois, 2005; van der Kolk, 
1996). 

1.1. Overview 

The present research offers an empirical contribution to our 

knowledge of the links between attachment orientations and willingness 
to stay in an abusive relationship, which is a field that has been insuf-
ficiently studied to date. By means of two studies, we explored whether 
attachment anxiety is a risk factor for remaining in the abusive rela-
tionship. In the two studies, the term “abusive relationship” was defined 
as a relationship in which physical IPV is present, and willingness to stay 
in the relationship (WSR) is here synonymous with imagining oneself as 
the victim and imagining oneself supporting the continuation of the 
relationship despite IPV. What is more, the present study focused on 
females. Even though IPV rates did not differ among men and women 
(Straus, 2008), female victims were more likely to suffer more severe 
consequences (Caldwell et al., 2012; Nybergh et al., 2013; Stöckl et al., 
2013), to be injured (Jasinski et al., 2014), and report more physical as 
well as emotional impairment (Askeland & Heir, 2013). 

We are fully aware that a victim is not responsible for the victimi-
zation. Following Cattaneo and Goodman's (2005) suggestion, we 
believe it is important to investigate the risk factors because information 
about these factors may help practitioners guide (potential) victims in 
decision making and safety planning and inform the prevention of future 
IPV relationships. What is more, we also are aware that the variables 
included in the present study do not fully cover all the dynamics that 
contribute to the persistence on an abusive relationship (e.g. Capaldi 
et al., 2012; Pereira et al., 2020). Furthermore, we worked with a non- 
clinical sample (not with actual survivors of IPV) and based our research 
on participants' assumptions as discussed with the limitations in the end. 

2. Study 1 

Adopting methods used by earlier researchers (e.g., Bohner et al., 
2010; Ramos et al., 2016), in Study 1 participants were asked to read 
about an IPV incident involving a fictional friend and they were 
informed about their friends' decision of leaving the partner. Attachment 
anxiety predisposes individuals to fear of interpersonal rejection or 
abandonment, distress, and excessive pursuit of the partner when one's 
partner is unavailable or unresponsive unlike the individuals high in 
attachment avoidance, who tend to withdraw from their partners under 
relationship stress (Cassidy & Shaver, 2016). Considering these patterns, 
we expect a tendency to stay in the relationship for individuals with 
greater attachment anxiety but not for attachment avoidance. Indeed, it 
has been hypothesized that high levels of attachment anxiety among 
victims of IPV may make it more difficult to leave an abusive relation-
ship (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Park, 2016). In Study 1, we therefore 
examined whether individuals with attachment difficulties are at 
increased risk for experiencing IPV by investigating the association be-
tween attachment orientations and keeping an abusive relationship. 

2.1. Method 

2.1.1. Participants 
Taking into consideration that we wanted to use multiple regression 

analysis, inputting a small-to-medium interaction effect size (ηp2 =

0.035) into G*Power determined a sample size of 132 at 95% power 
(Gravetter & Wallnau, 2007). We included only women who stated they 
were single, in order to avoid any effect of present relationship patterns, 
and older than 18. Participants included 150 females (Mage = 38.59 
years, SDage = 12.77 years). Among these participants, 78% were uni-
versity graduates, whereas 8.7% were high school graduates, 4.7% were 
university students,8.7% was other. Within the sample, 84% were 
Turkish, 16% were Hungarian. 

2.2. Procedure 

We designed the study using Qualtrics questionnaire design soft-
ware, and we advertised it on various Facebook pages as a study on “the 
preferences for a potential romantic partner.” Participation was volun-
tary. Ethical approval was provided by Eötvös Lorand University. 
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Participants were first presented with an attachment style questionnaire. 
Then a scenario (incident) was presented, in which an imaginary close 
friend was being physically abused by her partner and participants were 
informed of their friend's decision to leave her partner. Finally, they 
were provided with willingness to stay in relationship questionnaire. 
The last questionnaire required answers as if the participants were the 
victimized close friend. The survey took 10 to 20 min to complete. 

2.2.1. Measurements 

2.2.1.1. Attachment styles. We used the Experiences in Close Relation-
ships–Revised (ECR-R) scale (Fraley et al., 2000). This 36-item scale 
comprises 18 attachment anxiety items (e.g., “I'm afraid that I will lose 
my partner's love”; α = 0.94) and 18 attachment avoidance items (“I get 
uncomfortable when a romantic partner wants to be very close”; α =
0.95). Items are scored on a 7-point scale, where higher scores indicate a 
higher level of anxious and avoidant attachment (1 = strongly disagree, 7 
= strongly agree). Low scores on both subscales indicate secure 
attachment. 

2.2.1.2. Scenario. All participants were presented with this scenario; 
“Imagine that you have a close friend named Mary. One day, when you 
are spending time together, she confides in you that her partner, Jacob, 
lost control of his anger during a recent disagreement. Jacob became so 
angry that he beat Mary. This is not the first time that Mary has confided 
in you about Jacob's anger and violent behavior; in fact, Mary has dis-
cussed with you a similar situation several times in the past. After what 
happened, Mary told you that she has decided to break up with him.” 

2.2.1.3. Willingness to stay in the relationship. The assessment scale was 
developed for the present study. Six items were used to assess how 
participants would react to the incident if they were the victimized close 
friend (i.e., Mary) —that is, the extent of their willingness to stay in the 
relationship (e.g., “If I were her, I'd give him another chance”; α = 0.79). 
A principal component analysis with a varimax rotation was conducted 
on the 6 items with the present data and a one-factor solution (based on 
eigenvalues >1) was yielded. All items accounted for 48% of the vari-
ance and they all loaded at 0.50 or higher on the factor (see Tables S1 
and S2 in Supplementary Material). 

2.3. Results and discussion 

Table 1 presents bivariate correlations, means, and standard de-
viations. Recall that the participants answered questions on the WSR as 
if they were the victim and questions on the ECR about their own atti-
tudes in relationship. In order to determine the association between 
WSR and attachment orientations, we conducted bivariate correlational 
analyses. Our findings were in line with our expectations that attach-
ment anxiety and avoidance were positively related with WSR. Indeed, 
as attachment anxiety or avoidance increased so too did participants' 
imagined willingness to stay in the relationship. 

2.3.1. Willingness to stay in the relationship 
We determined the predictive value of each independent variable on 

willingness to stay in the relationship using hierarchical regression 
analysis (see Table 2). The overall regression model was significant, F (6, 

144) = 0.68, p < .001, R2 = 0.21; indicating that the predictors taken 
together accounted for 21% of the variance in WSR. Attachment anxiety 
positively and significantly predicted WSR, whereas attachment avoid-
ance did not. Attachment anxiety presented the strongest predictive 
value for WSR. That is, individuals high in attachment anxiety had the 
strongest tendency to imagine themselves staying in the relationship. 

Our findings of Study 1 were consistent with Cross and Overall's 
(2018) results which indicated that individuals with high attachment 
anxiety have a greater tendency to imagine themselves staying in the 
relationship. Despite the presence of IPV, anxiously attached women 
imagined staying in the relationship more than avoidantly attached 
women. Negative views of self, a fixation on separation anxiety, and the 
excessive need for relationship security that comes with attachment 
anxiety seem to interfere with IPV perception and tend to result in the 
imagined continuation of the abusive relationship. On the other hand, 
IPV may work as a tool for maintaining contact, which is preferred over 
detachment/break-up that represents a strong threat of separation 
among individuals with high attachment anxiety (see Velotti et al., 
2018). The null finding regarding attachment avoidance and imagined 
willingness to keep the relationship is complementary with regards to 
IWMs individuals with high levels of attachment avoidance have. These 
individuals have a negative view for others as well as repressed rela-
tionship needs. Thus, because avoidant individuals show excessive self- 
reliance and a tendency to withdraw from relationships under rela-
tionship stress (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011), the WSR items might be 
irrelevant for them. 

3. Study 2 

The main limitation of Study 1 was its correlational design, which 
does not allow for the assessment of causality. Study 2 aimed to inves-
tigate whether the findings from Study 1 would be reinforced by an 
experimental design. The association between attachment insecurity 
and willingness to stay in the abusive relationship in Study 1 suggested a 
link between attachment security enhancement and leaving the abusive 
relationship. Indirect evidence (i.e., more positive views of the self and 
less attachment anxiety, Carnelley & Rowe, 2007) suggests that 
enhancing attachment security may indeed serve as a technique to 
enhance the rejection of an abusive relationship. Researchers have 
demonstrated that security priming alters attachment anxiety, rela-
tionship expectations, and views of the self, as well as physiological 
reactions to perceived threats (Carnelley & Rowe, 2007; Norman et al., 
2015; see also Park, 2016). Specifically, we aimed to expand our finding 
that attachment anxiety appears to be the strongest predictor for staying 
in an abusive relationship by comparing two conditions: attachment 
security priming and neutral priming. 

Building on the conclusion drawn by Park (2016) that having skills to 

Table 1 
Study 1: means, standard deviations and correlations for all variables.   

Mean SD 1 2 3 

1. Attachment anxiety  2.97  1.40 – 0.47** 0.35** 
2. Attachment avoidance  2.94  1.24  – 0.22** 
3. WSR  1.71  0.79   – 

Note. N = 150; WSR: willingness to stay in the relationship. 
** p < .001. 

Table 2 
Study 1: Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for WSR.  

Variables Step 1 
(β) 

Step 2 
(β) 

WSR 

t-Test 95% CI 

Step 1 Step 2 Step 1 Step 2 

Age  0.01  0.11  0.12  1.31 [− 0.01, 
0.11] 

[− 0.01, 
0.01] 

Education  − 0.15  − 0.17*  − 1.86  − 2.16 [− 0.21, 
0.01] 

[− 0.21, 
− 0.01] 

Attachment 
anxiety   

0.34**   3.82  [0.09, 
0.29] 

Attachment 
avoidance   

0.06   0.75  [− 0.07, 
0.15] 

F  1.79  6.73**     
R2  0.02  0.15     
ΔR2   0.13     

Note. N = 150; β: standardized coefficients, WSR: willingness to stay in the 
relationship, CI: confidence interval.* p> .05, **p<.001 
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maintain secure and supportive relationships would make women less 
likely to remain in an abusive relationship, in our second study we 
investigated whether shifting attention to times when attachment needs 
were met might support this recommendation. Attachment security 
priming (also known as secure base priming or security priming) in-
volves the clinical or experimental activation or inducement of a secure 
attachment style using various explicit or implicit methods, including 
guided visualizations, recall, and the presentation of visual stimuli 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015; Norman et al., 2015). Accordingly, Rois-
man et al. (2002) concluded that “earned secure” individuals perform as 
well as “secure” (i.e., those who are secure from infancy). Also, these 
authors mentioned that “earned secure” individuals are not only able to 
overcome their childhood negative experiences, but in applied contexts 
(relationship break-ups, parenting of their own kids) they perform as 
well as their “secure” counterparts. Research has shown that attachment 
security priming has direct and indirect positive impacts. Indeed, Nor-
man et al. (2015) found that attachment security priming modulates the 
threat-related amygdala reactivity that enhances anxiously attached 
individuals' fixation on the threat of separation. Accordingly, security 
priming has been shown to increase attachment security (Lin et al., 
2013), which is associated with balanced self-representation (e.g., 
Psouni et al., 2015), engagement in constructive coping (Psouni & 
Apetroaia, 2014), self-compassion, and resilience (Oehler & Psouni, 
2019). 

Corvo et al. (2018) proposed attachment security priming as a 
possible and effective intervention technique for IPV. Altering IWMs 
that are negatively predisposed towards the self may enable actual or 
prospective victims to obtain the skills required to meet attachment 
needs in ways that are not at the cost of their well-being. Considering the 
extent to which attachment anxiety, fear of abandonment, and negative 
evaluations of the self can be attenuated by shifting attention to mo-
ments when attachment needs were fulfilled—that is, by evoking 
attachment security schemas—it may be possible to empower victims. 

The findings from Study 1 suggested that attachment anxiety might 
contribute to hesitancy in terms of rejecting an abusive relation-
ship—that is, attachment anxiety seems to interfere with the way in 
which an abusive partner is perceived. Study 2 addressed these findings 
by making the individuals' feelings of being valued, cared for, loved, and 
secure in a relationship more explicit. We assessed willingness to stay in 
an abusive relationship across the two different priming conditions 
(security or neutral). We predicted that exposing individuals to attach-
ment security priming, as compared to neutral priming would result in 
an increased tendency to reject an abusive partner. We believe that 
helping women to develop and evoke secure attachment schemas—for 
example by means of psychological help or self-help groups—can 
encourage them to reject an abusive relationship by empowering them. 
Drawing on indirect evidence (i.e., more positive views of the self and 
less attachment anxiety, Carnelley & Rowe, 2007), we argue that 
evoking secure schemas using various priming methods can be a 
powerful and effective technique for inclusion in IPV interventions. 

3.1. Method 

3.1.1. Participants 
Taking into consideration that we would use independent-samples t- 

tests to compare two conditions (secure vs. neutral), inputting a small- 
to-medium interaction effect size (ηp2 = 0.035) into G*Power deter-
mined a sample size of 110 at 95% power. Participants included 230 
females (Mage = 28.77, SDage = 9.44, range 18–63). Among these 
participants, 62.1% were university graduates and the rest were uni-
versity students. Within the sample, 67% of participants were from 
Hungary, 14% from Turkey, the rest from Poland, Romania, and Serbia. 

3.1.2. Design and procedure 
The questionnaire was administered using Qualtrics questionnaire 

design software. Ethical approval was given by the relevant authority at 

the Eötvös Lorand University. We advertised the study on various social 
media platforms as being related to visualization skills. Participation 
was voluntary. Participants were first presented with the same demo-
graphical questions and the attachment orientations questionnaire from 
Study 1. Following 5 min distractor task, participants were randomly 
assigned to one of two experimental conditions (security vs. neutral 
priming) in a between-subjects design. We then presented the scenario 
used in Study 1 and participants completed the Willingness to Stay 
Questionnaire It took 20 to 30 min to complete whole survey. 

3.1.3. Measurements 

3.1.3.1. Attachment style. Participants completed the same attachment 
style scale as in Study 1 (for anxiety, α = 0.92; for avoidance, α = 0.89). 

3.1.3.2. Distractor task. To prevent any biasing effect in the first set of 
the survey, we presented imaginary research that shifted attention away 
from relationships. The supposed research was about cats and how they 
imitate human behavior (see Supplementary Material). Participants 
then answered three open-ended questions (e.g., “How can we improve 
our research?”) 

3.1.3.3. Priming conditions. Participants in the secure condition were 
asked to visualize and write about one of their secure relationships for 
10 min (adapted from Bartz & Lydon, 2004, see Supplementary Mate-
rial) and how they feel when with her or him. Participants in the neutral 
condition visualized and wrote for 10 min about their last visit to a 
supermarket (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001), which was followed by open- 
ended questions: e.g., “What was the name of the imagined store?” and 
“What were you shopping for?” 

3.1.3.4. Willingness to stay in the relationship. Participants completed 
the same WSR scale as in Study 1 (α = 0.73). 

3.2. Results 

Table 3 presents bivariate correlations, means, and standard de-
viations. Again, recall that the WSR was answered as if the participants 
were the victim and the ECR was completed reflecting on participants' 
own attitudes in relationship. To ensure that our findings were not 
caused by baseline attachment scores, we conducted independent t-test 
analyses on attachment orientations. None of the attachment orienta-
tions differed significantly across the two manipulation conditions, 
anxiety t(229) = − 0.15, p = .879; avoidance t(229) = − 1.31, p = .191. 
In order to determine the associations between attachment orientations 
and WSR, we conducted bivariate correlational analyses. As in the Study 
1, attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance were positively related 
with WSR, such that individuals who are high in attachment anxiety or 
avoidance imagined staying in the relationship more than those who 
were low. 

Furthermore, and as expected, participants in the secure priming 
condition (n = 96) reported lower levels of willingness to stay in the 
relationship compared to participants in the neutral condition (see 
Fig. 1). The independent t-test results showed the aforementioned dif-
ference between the two conditions to be statistically significant, t(229) 

Table 3 
Study 2: means, standard deviations and correlations for all variables.   

Mean SD 1 2 3 

1. Attachment anxiety  2.96  1.15 – 0.48** 0.13* 
2. Attachment avoidance  2.69  0.93  – 0.16* 
3. WSR  1.34  0.51   – 

Note. N = 230; WSR: willingness to stay in the relationship. 
* p < .05. 
** p < .001. 
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= − 2.02, p = .045. 

3.2.1. Moderating role of attachment orientations 
We also tested for several moderation models using the boot-

strapping PROCESS approach of Hayes (2013; Model 1) to examine 
whether attachment orientation moderates the association between se-
curity priming and WSR. We found that attachment anxiety significantly 
moderated the association between attachment security priming and 
WSR. Both the whole model, R2 = 0.06, F (3, 226) = 5.19, p = .001, and 
the interaction, B = − 0.16, t = − 2.65, p = .008, 95% CI [− 0.27, − 0.04], 
were found to be statistically significant. For highly and moderately 
anxiously attached women, WSR scores were related to security priming 
at high attachment anxiety and moderate attachment anxiety levels: B =
− 0.32, t(228) = − 3.32, p = .001, 95% CI [− 0.51, − 0.12]; B = − 0.13, t 
(228) = − 2.04, p = .041, 95% CI [− 0.27, − 0.01] respectively. However, 
when participants had lower attachment anxiety scores, WSR and se-
curity priming were not significantly associated, B = 0.04, t(228) =
0.44, p = .658, 95% CI [− 0.14, 0.23] (see Fig. 2). Attachment avoidance, 
on the other hand, did not moderate the above mentioned association, B 
= − 0.11, t = − 1.55, p = .128, 95% CI [− 0.25, 0.03] (see Fig. 3). 

3.2.2. Additional analyses 
To replicate our findings in Study 1, we further analyzed the priming 

conditions separately. In the security prime condition, there was not a 
significant effect of attachment anxiety (β = 0.12, SE = 0.04, t(96) = p =
.313, 95% CI [− 0.12, 0.04]) on WSR. These results illustrate how the 
security priming negated attachment anxiety's effect. However, in the 
neutral priming condition, in line with our first study's findings, there 
was a significant effect of attachment anxiety (β = 0.22, SE = 0.04, t 
(134) = p = .006, 95% CI [0.04, 0.20]) on WSR (see Table 4). 

Study 2 examined the association between experimentally enhanced 
attachment security and willingness to stay in an abusive relationship. 
Indeed, attachment security causally predicted reduced willingness to 
stay in the abusive relationship. Conforming and building on indirectly 
relevant findings (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015; Park, 2016), we found 
that imagining a secure and supportive relationship lead women to 
imagine rejecting an abusive relationship. Building on the work of Corvo 
et al. (2018), our study has contributed to the newly developed concept 
of including attachment security priming in IPV interventions to obtain 
better treatment results, and our second study demonstrated its potential 
effectiveness. 

4. General discussion 

Although there is indirect evidence pointing to a link between 
attachment orientations and IPV victimization, to the best of our 
knowledge the interrelationships between them have not yet been 
studied widely. Furthermore, the majority of the studies have 
approached IPV from the perspective of perpetration (Spencer et al., 
2020). In the present studies, we aimed to contribute to the development 
of a theory on the role of victim-related psychological mechanisms in 
explaining vulnerability to IPV victimization as a result of remaining in 
an abusive relationship. The purpose of the present studies was to 
investigate the individual differences that lie behind the decision to 
imagine staying in an abusive relationship despite IPV from a (potential) 
victim's point of view. Due to the relational nature of IPV, we based our 
predictions on attachment theory. In Study 1 study, we identified 
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Table 4 
Study 2: Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression Analysis for WSR for neutral 
priming condition.  

Variables Step 1 
(β) 

Step 2 
(β) 

WSR 

t-Test 95% CI 

Step 
1 

Step 
2 

Step 1 Step 2 

Age 0.01 0.05 0.19 0.62 [− 0.01, 
0.01] 

[− 0.01, 
0.01] 

Education 0.05 0.07 0.63 0.88 [− 0.06, 
0.11] 

[− 0.04, 
0.12] 

Attachment 
anxiety  

0.22*  2.28  [0.01, 
0.20] 

Attachment 
avoidance  

0.11  1.18  [− 0.04, 
0.18] 

F 0.23 2.99*     
R2 0.01 0.08     
ΔR2  0.07     

Note. N = 150; β: standardized coefficients, WSR: willingness to stay in the 
relationship, CI: confidence interval.*p < .05 
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associations between attachment orientations (i.e., anxiety, avoidance) 
and willingness to stay in the abusive relationship. In Study 2, we 
identified a causal association between attachment (i.e., anxiety) and 
WSR with respect to attachment security priming. We hypothesized that 
attachment security priming would reduce WSR. Overall, the results 
regarding attachment orientation and WSR as a risk factor for IPV 
victimization confirmed our theory-based predictions. 

Our finding is in line with earlier research that reported victims' 
attachment anxiety as a risk factor for IPV (see Velotti et al., 2018, for a 
review). Velotti et al. (2018) also mentioned in their review that the 
reason for women high in attachment anxiety to prefer staying in an 
abusive relationship might be the unbearable experience of anxiety that 
stems from the loss of the partner. Additionally, the tendency in-
dividuals with greater levels of attachment anxiety to suffer from low 
self-esteem and have a negative image of themselves as being unde-
serving of love and care (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005) may lead them to 
think that they do not have sufficient resources to leave an abusive 
partner. Together with low self-esteem, these characteristics may lead to 
the self-attribution of blame for IPV. 

Similarly, within the concept of tendency for interpersonal victim-
hood (TIV; Gabay et al., 2020) attachment anxiety was highlighted as 
the antecedent of TIV since relationships with attachment figures early 
in life shape adult working models of interpersonal relations and 
strongly affect relational attitudes, emotions, and behavioral strategies 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Based on these working models, women 
high in attachment anxiety form their relationships with their partners 
holding negative feelings for the partner, anticipating rejection or 
abandonment as well as seeking attention and compassion at the same 
time (see also Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Gabay et al. (2020) noted 
that these ambivalent feelings individuals with high attachment anxiety 
have towards the partner might increase the TIV. Thus, the subjective 
appraisal of IPV based on individual differences in adults' insecure 
models of attachment may play a role in whether the individual con-
tinues or rejects the abusive relationship. Furthermore, our finding ap-
pears to be consistent with the attachment literature, which states that 
anxiously attached individuals are hypersensitive to and preoccupied 
with intimate relationships compared to individuals that are not high in 
attachment anxiety (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; Siegel, 2012). 

To the best of our knowledge, Study 2 was the first to explore the 
impact of security priming in terms of increasing the tendency to leave 
an abusive relationship. We successfully induced feelings of security by 
the 10 min of visualization followed by related open-ended questions. 
Our main finding was that security priming (compared to neutral 
priming) reduced willingness to remain in an abusive relationship. This 
finding is in line with research that presents induced secure schemas as 
guiding information processing, feelings, and behavior in orientation- 
congruent ways, as well as having positive outcomes in the short term 
(Carnelley et al., 2016; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, 2015). For example, 
in their studies Carnelley et al. (2016) first primed attachment anxiety 
and avoidance to test causal relationships between these attachment 
patterns and depressed and anxious mood. Attachment avoidance- 
primed participants reported higher anxious mood and anxiety-primed 
participants reported higher depressed mood as well as anxious mood 
than secure-primed participants. In their second study, these authors 
primed attachment security repeatedly (versus a neutral prime). Secure- 
primed (compared with neutral-primed) participants reported less 
anxious and depressed mood immediately after priming and one day 
later. 

The priming effect in Study 2 was significant for medium to high 
attachment anxiety in reducing the tendency to imagine staying in the 
abusive relationship. We believe that the stronger effect of high 
attachment anxiety found in Study 2 may be due to the effect of security 
priming on attachment anxiety, which led to lower scores for disposi-
tional attachment anxiety (Carnelley & Rowe, 2007). Our finding from 
Study 2 suggests the effect of security priming on trait-like measures via 
the activation of secure IWMs. Furthermore, this finding also suggests 

that activating secure schemas seems to alleviate the need to continue 
relationship driven by fear of separation and abandonment (Rouleau 
et al., 2019; Schneider & Brimhall, 2014). Future research should 
examine the trajectory for WSR after more priming sessions because 
individuals might move towards greater security over longer intervals 
with more frequent security primes (Carnelley et al., 2018). According 
to Carnelley and her colleagues, the effect of one security prime may not 
persist for long, thus follow-ups for participants over a longer period are 
needed in order to examine the possible reasons for the maintenance or 
non-maintenance of their effects. 

The present study is not without limitations. First our research design 
was based on a unidirectional physical IPV scenario. Although we 
investigated the relationships between attachment and IPV, other 
important correlates, such as poverty or lack of social support, may shed 
further light on this issue. In addition, our results are based on hypo-
thetical rather than on real victimization. Our results suggest that in-
dividuals with high attachment anxiety may appraise separation as 
being more stressful than IPV. Although relevant research has presented 
a similar pattern regarding attachment anxiety and IPV victimization for 
both hypothetical and real victimization (Bartholomew & Allison, 2006; 
Bond & Bond, 2004), future studies should consider examining attach-
ment anxiety as risk factor to (re)victimization among actual victims of 
IPV for generalizability. Another important limitation of our study is not 
including a manipulation check after secure-neutral primes. Even 
though manipulation checks support researchers to reassure if the 
priming has the intended effect, Hauser et al. (2018) mentioned that 
manipulation checks to test the validity might be problematic and 
threaten validity. What is more, we did show the effect of priming was 
not due to attachment orientations because priming groups did not differ 
significantly in terms of attachment anxiety and avoidance. 

As another generalizability issue, we included single heterosexual 
women, meaning that we focused exclusively on IPV at the hands of a 
male partner. Relevant research has recently included female aggression 
on male partners (Crane et al., 2014) and IPV within same-sex couples 
(Luca et al., 2018). Therefore, we believe that our predictions should be 
further investigated within same-sex couples as well as with male vic-
tims, expending our work to all contexts of IPV. Finally, we handled 
attachment orientations as well as IWMs as trait-like constructs. 
Although research in recent years suggests attachment representations 
to be dynamic and relationship-specific leading people to hold distinct 
working models in different relationships (Fraley et al., 2011), the 
consensus is that dispositional attachment and situational attachment 
interact as well as accumulate and form experience with the present 
partner (Slootmaeckers & Migerode, 2018). 

The findings of the present study have implications for practice. 
Because earlier studies have suggested that IPV is a dyadic process in 
which the characteristics of both partners, such as emotional aggression, 
frustration and anger increase risk (Kuijpers et al., 2012), all factors 
should be considered when conducting risk assessments. Our findings 
from Study 1showed that victims' attachment orientations are important 
factors that can contribute to the continuation of an abusive relation-
ship, which may increase the possibility of IPV revictimization. Because 
attachment anxiety was the strongest predictor of WSR, we believe that 
including this victim-related factor among risk assessment tools may 
improve IPV (re)victimization risk prediction. 

Furthermore, inclusion of victim-related factors in risk assessment 
may improve treatment or support activities that are based on the vic-
tim's characteristics. Indeed, our second study proposes attachment se-
curity priming as an effective technique for inclusion in IPV (re) 
victimization prevention by reducing WSR despite an abusive partner. 
Interventions should be aimed at the psychoeducation of attachment 
orientations, related needs, as well as their effect on the perception of 
intimate relationships, and at minimizing these needs among anxiously 
attached women. Instead of using hyperactivation strategies, including 
remaining in a dysfunctional relationship, to cope with unpleasant ex-
periences or threats, it may be advisable to focus on more effective 
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coping styles as a strategy for reducing the risk of (re)victimization, such 
as problem-focused coping styles. 

The present research contributes to our understanding of attachment 
theory as it shows that recalling security-inducing representations can 
lead to reduced willingness to stay in an abusive relationship in a non- 
clinical sample. There is great need to strengthen women's appraisals 
of themselves versus others, as well as to alleviate their relational needs, 
due to the high prevalence of IPV and (re)victimization among women, 
to encourage them to reject abusive relationships. In this sense, it is 
important to further examine the effects of security priming in this 
context, particularly as primes are easy to understand and administer, 
even in text form, require a small amount of time, and can be used 
alongside other treatments. 
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