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Aims: This study examines whether positive childhood experiences (PCEs)
mediate the relationship between secure attachment and family conflict, peer
bullying, and family cohesion in adolescents.

Method: The sample includes 574 high school students [301 female (52.4%), 273
malel], aged 14 to 18 years (M = 16.28, SD = 1.45). Participants completed the
Brief Family Relationships Scale, the Attachment Styles Scale, the Peer Bullying
Scale, and the Positive Childhood Experiences Scale.

Results: Findings revealed that secure attachment was positively associated
with PCEs, which in turn were linked to greater family cohesion and lower levels
of family conflict and peer bullying. Mediation analyses confirmed that PCEs
significantly mediated the relationship between secure attachment and family
conflict, peer bullying, and family cohesion.

Conclusion: These findings suggest PCEs as a key variable linking secure
attachment to adolescents’ social and family adjustment. They emphasize the
critical role of nurturing supportive developmental environments across diverse
contexts.

KEYWORDS
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Introduction

Attachment theory constitutes one of the most seminal frameworks in human
developmental science. It posits that the earliest relationships established between infants and
their primary caregivers—those responsible for meeting fundamental survival and emotional
needs—exert profound and enduring influences across the life course. Conceptualized by John
Bowlby in the 1960s (Bretherton, 1992), the theory advances the premise that children are
endowed with an innate attachment drive (Bowlby, 2013), a biologically adaptive system that
functions to secure proximity to caregivers to ensure survival, protection, and optimal socio-
emotional growth. The empirical elaborations of Mary Ainsworth (Bretherton, 1992) refined
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this model through systematic observation, delineating four
prototypical attachment styles—secure, anxious-ambivalent, avoidant,
and disorganized (Delgado et al., 2022). Among these, secure
attachment emerges when caregivers are consistently responsive and
accessible, enabling children to internalize expectations of safety,
reliability, and worthiness of care (Giivendeger Doksat and Demirci
Ciftci, 2016). These early experiences become inscribed within
internal working models that serve as cognitive-affective templates for
future relational functioning across the lifespan. Importantly, secure
attachment also lays the groundwork for positive childhood
experiences (PCEs), defined as supportive, safe, and nurturing
interactions that promote wellbeing and adaptive relational
development (Chris Fraley, 2002).

Adolescence represents a pivotal developmental juncture wherein
attachment relationships undergo substantial reconfiguration. This
period is marked by a transition from childhood dependence toward
adult autonomy, characterized by reductions in physical proximity and
overt parental reliance (Delgado et al., 2022). Importantly, however,
this process does not dissolve attachment bonds; rather, securely
attached adolescents continue to derive a sense of assurance from the
perceived availability and emotional accessibility of their parents
(Giivendeger Doksat and Demirci Ciftci, 2016). The restructuring of
attachment in adolescence is guided by the enduring internal working
models formed in early childhood, which in turn foster PCEs that are
linked with social functioning and peer relational patterns (Delgado
etal,, 2022). Empirical evidence indicates that adolescents with secure
attachment tend to report higher levels of PCEs, which are associated
with more adaptive interactions within family and peer contexts
(Cassidy and Shaver, 2018; Keizer et al.,, 2019). Moreover, secure
attachment functions as a protective factor, attenuating risk for
depression (Qu et al., 2025; Spruit et al., 2020), enhancing self-esteem
(Keizer et al,, 2019), and reducing vulnerability to anxiety, mood
disturbances, and behavioral dysregulation through its facilitative role
in emotion regulation and stress coping (Auxilia and Mishra, 2024;
Kokkinos et al, 2019). Secure attachment also predicts the
development of adaptive peer relationships (Delgado et al., 2022),
while the continuity of early attachment experiences into adulthood
has been robustly demonstrated (Chris Fraley, 2002). Emerging
findings further highlight that family communication patterns during
adolescence critically mediate these processes (Blake et al., 2024), and
that parent-child attachment significantly influences adolescent socio-
emotional adjustment through its effects on emotion regulation
(Wang et al., 2024). Collectively, these findings demonstrate the urgent
need for attachment-based preventive and therapeutic interventions.

Within the familial domain, the constructs of family cohesion and
family conflict represent critical dimensions of relational functioning.
Family cohesion refers to the strength of emotional connectedness,
mutual support, and satisfaction within the family system, whereas
family conflict reflects recurrent patterns of discord, tension, and
incompatibility (Cicek and Yildirim, 2025; Kars and Peker, 2025). Both
constructs are deeply implicated in shaping psychosocial development
and systemic functioning (Roman et al., 2025). Secure attachment
provides the conditions that foster PCEs, such as open communication
and emotional reciprocity, which are in turn associated with higher
family cohesion and lower family conflict. Multiple studies emphasize
that secure attachment is a cornerstone for the cultivation of adaptive
family processes and harmonious relational climates (Kars and Peker,
2025; Roman et al., 2025; Vegas, 2025).
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Secure attachment, by encouraging a firm belief that one is seen
as lovable and valued (Filert and Buchheim, 2023), facilitates
openness, emotional reciprocity, and trust within family systems. In
doing so, it enhances family satisfaction, resilience, and functional
cohesion (Roman et al., 2025; Vegas, 2025). Multiple studies emphasize
that secure attachment is a cornerstone for the cultivation of adaptive
family processes and harmonious relational climates (Roman et al.,
2025; Vegas, 2025). Importantly, secure attachment also plays a
protective role in conflict management: securely attached individuals
exhibit reduced emotional reactivity, greater emotional regulation,
and employ more constructive conflict resolution strategies (Biglan
et al,, 2015; Rahal and Fosco, 2025). As Kohlhoff et al. (2022)
highlights, secure attachment fosters the establishment of healthy
boundaries and transforms conflicts into opportunities for mutual
understanding and relational strengthening.

Beyond normative family functioning, secure attachment also
confers resilience under adverse external conditions. Research
indicates that secure attachment bolsters family cohesion when
confronted with external risk factors such as economic stress or
cultural pressures (Davila et al., 2025; Galaitsi et al., 2024). Secure
attachment enhances psychological resilience, enabling families to
sustain adaptive functioning even under duress. The quality of parent-
child interactions, particularly in securely attached dyads, serves as a
critical determinant of family cohesion (Eilert and Buchheim, 2023).
Adolescents embedded in cohesive families demonstrate greater
capacity to tolerate depressive symptoms, even in contexts of parental
insensitivity (Yu et al., 2025).

By contrast, insecure attachment styles—whether anxious,
avoidant, or disorganised—amplify familial discord, particularly
during adolescence, and are associated with maladaptive outcomes
including experiential avoidance, emotional dysregulation, and self-
harming behaviors (Li, 2025; Pu et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2023).
Evidence suggests a bidirectional, self-reinforcing cycle: family conflict
fosters insecure attachment, while insecure attachment intensifies and
perpetuates conflict (Joo and Lee, 2020; Neville et al, 2025).
Attachment-based interventions offer a potential pathway to disrupt
this cycle by cultivating secure relational strategies and constructive
conflict management (KohlhofT et al., 2022).

Adolescence also constitutes a developmental period in which
peer bullying emerges as a salient psychosocial threat. Secure
attachment appears to function as a protective buffer against both
victimization and perpetration. Secure parental relationships promote
emotional regulation, reduce aggression, boost self-esteem, and equip
adolescents with effective strategies for navigating peer conflict
(Charalampous et al., 2018; Lin et al.,, 2022; Ozada and Duyan, 2018).
Open communication and parental accessibility facilitate constructive
peer conflict resolution, thereby disrupting cycles of bullying (Carter
etal., 2023; Yilmaz, 2024). Empirical findings confirm that securely
attached adolescents report heightened perceptions of social support
and markedly lower involvement in bullying (Coskun et al., 2024).
Such protective effects also extend to buffering depressive and trauma-
related sequelae associated with bullying by enhancing resilience (Lin
et al., 2022; Mahmood et al., 2025).

Conversely, insecure attachment styles increase susceptibility to
both bullying victimization and perpetration (Mahmood et al., 2025;
Williams, 2011). Adolescents with weak parental bonds frequently
exhibit either heightened aggression or passive acquiescence in peer
contexts (Ozen and Altan, 2010; Yondem and Totan, 2007). These
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patterns, often mediated by low self-esteem and deficient social skills
(Rokach and Clayton, 2023), intensify depressive, anxious, and
traumatic outcomes (Yavrutiirk, 2025). Moreover, inadequate parental
support and fragile peer bonds exacerbate these effects, leading to
chronic psychopathology and maladaptive behaviors such as self-
harm or school refusal (Charalampous et al., 2018; Coskun et al., 2024;
Yavrutiirk, 2025). Consequently, interventions targeting parent-
adolescent attachment should be considered a critical axis of bullying
prevention and mental health promotion (Carter et al., 2023; Ozada
and Duyan, 2018).

Taken together, these findings suggest that secure attachment is
indirectly associated with adolescents’ peer and family outcomes
through its influence on PCEs. Accordingly, the present study
examines whether PCEs mediate the relationship between secure
attachment and adolescent adjustment.

Mediation role of PCEs

Secure attachment is a fundamental psychological mechanism
that arises when a child forms a consistent, responsive, and accessible
bond with the carer, and it is considered essential for fostering PCEs
(Bowlby, 2013; Cassidy and Shaver, 2018). Within this developmental
context, secure attachment fostered through PCEs functions as a
protective buffer against a wide spectrum of maladaptive outcomes,
including depression, anxiety, and behavioral dysregulation across
adolescence and adulthood (Lewis and McKelvey, 2025; Sanli et al.,
2024; Scholtes and Cederbaum, 2024). Empirical evidence underscores
that such experiences extend beyond immediate developmental
benefits; they enhance psychological resilience even into later stages
of life (Qu et al,, 2025), attenuate internalizing and externalizing
symptomatology (Choi et al, 2024), and substantially improve
perceived quality of life (Luo et al., 2022).

A growing body of literature highlights that PCEs exert profound
salutogenic effects on adolescent mental health trajectories, fostering
not only resilience but also adaptive emotional regulation capacities
(Choi et al,, 20245 Lewis and McKelvey, 2025). Importantly, these
experiences demonstrate a compensatory capacity, mitigating the
deleterious sequelae of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) (Qu
etal, 2025; Scholtes and Cederbaum, 2024). Protective factors such as
a cohesive and supportive family climate, the cultivation of positive
peer relations, and the acquisition of robust social competencies serve
as mediating mechanisms that enhance adolescents’ wellbeing, reduce
vulnerability to psychopathology, and reinforce trajectories of healthy
psychosocial adjustment (Auxilia and Mishra, 2024; Luo et al., 2022).

Through these pathways, PCEs enable adolescents to navigate
developmental transitions with greater efficacy by strengthening their
capacity for social adjustment, adaptive coping, and complex problem-
2020). PCEs can
be conceptualized as a mediating nexus that not only facilitates

solving (Crandall et al, Accordingly,
resilience in the face of normative developmental stressors but also
stabilizes family relational dynamics. Collectively, the extant evidence
suggests that secure attachment—when scaffolded by PCEs—exerts a
dual influence: promoting balance within family relationships during
adolescence and serving as a protective factor against vulnerability to
peer bullying victimization. Moreover, PCEs appear to play a
mediational role in these processes, bridging early attachment
experiences with later adolescent psychosocial outcomes.
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Current study

This study examines the effects of secure attachment on
adolescents’ family relational dynamics, focusing on conflict, cohesion,
and experiences of peer bullying. This study also seeks to clarify the
protective role of positive childhood experiences (PCEs) in influencing
psychological and social outcomes. This research posits that PCEs
have a positive impact on adolescent development by promoting
secure attachment patterns, which subsequently improve family
cohesion, decrease familial conflict, and lower susceptibility to
peer bullying.

The originality of this study lies in its integrative examination of
these interrelated domains. While the extant literature has largely
addressed attachment, family functioning, and peer bullying as
distinct phenomena (Charalampous et al., 2018; Delgado et al., 20225
Mahmood et al., 2025; Ozen and Aktan, 2010), the present research
introduces a holistic framework that considers their dynamic
interplay. More specifically, it advances the novel proposition that
secure attachment may serve as a mechanism linking PCEs to
enhanced family cohesion and adaptive coping in the context of peer
bullying. By articulating this integrative model, the study extends the
empirical base of attachment theory and offers new insights for
preventive and intervention-oriented frameworks.

This contribution is of particular value in the Turkish setting,
where empirical research exploring the concurrent influences of
secure attachment and PCEs on family cohesion and bullying-related
coping remains scarce. In addressing this lacuna, the present study not
only provides a culturally grounded exploration of these characteristics
but also proposes a unique evidence base for building attachment-
based and resilience-promoting treatments for adolescents.

In accordance with this theoretical framework, three assumptions
are advanced:

HI. Secure attachment will significantly and negatively predict
family conflict and peer bullying, while positively predicting

family cohesion.

H2. PCEs will significantly and negatively predict family conflict
and peer bullying, while positively predicting family cohesion.

H3. PCEs will mediate the relationship between secure attachment

and family conflict, peer bullying, and family cohesion.

To empirically test these hypotheses, a mediation model was
specified, enabling the examination of both direct and indirect
associations among the focal variables. The hypothesized mediation
model is presented in Figure 1.

Method
Participants and procedures

The data for this study, which employed a convenience sampling
method, were collected from adolescents enrolled in secondary
schools in Turkey between April 10 and May 5, 2025. The sample
comprised 574 students in total, including 301 girls (52.4%) and 273
boys, aged between 14 and 18 years (M =16.28, SD = 1.45).
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Family conflict
Secure attachment » PCEs »  Peer bullying <
Family cohesion
FIGURE 1
The hypothesized research model.

Inclusion criteria required participants to be enrolled in secondary
school, aged 14-18, and able to provide informed consent. Exclusion
criteria included students with diagnosed severe cognitive or
developmental disorders that could impair their ability to complete
the questionnaires, as well as those who did not provide consent.
Ethical approval for the study was obtained from the Ethics
Committee of [Blinded for review] University (Ethics Code:
2025/04-11, E.7252), and all procedures were carried out in
accordance with the principles of the Helsinki Declaration. Before
administering the questionnaires, participants were provided with
comprehensive information regarding the study’s purpose, the
confidentiality of their responses, and the specific use of the
collected data. Informed consent was obtained from all participants,
and no financial or material compensation was offered
for participation.

Measures

The Brief Family Relationship Scale (BFRS)

The scale was developed by Fok et al. (2014), was designed to
assess adolescents’ perceptions of family functioning. The BFRS is a
16-item self-report measure that evaluates three dimensions of family
relationships: family cohesion (seven items), family expressiveness
(three items), and family conflict (six items). Responses are given on
a 5-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (very rarely) to 5 (very
often). In the present study, only the family conflict and family
cohesion subscales were utilized. Higher scores on the family conflict
subscale indicate more frequent conflicts, whereas higher scores on
the family cohesion subscale reflect more balanced and harmonious
family relationships. The Turkish adaptation of the scale was
conducted by Yildirim et al. (2023). In the current study, Cronbach’s
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alpha coeflicients were a = 0.90 for family conflict and a = 0.77 for
family cohesion.

Peer Bullying Scale (PBS)

In the present study, we employed the Peer Bullying Scale (PBS),
developed by Shaw et al. (2013), to assess adolescents’ involvement in
bullying behaviors. The scale comprises 10 items rated on a 5-point
Likert-type scale (1 = never done it, 2 = done it once or twice, 3 = done
it once a month, 4 = done it once a week, 5 = done it several times a
week). The scale does not include any reverse-coded items. Total scores
range from 10 to 50, with higher scores indicating greater engagement
in peer bullying behaviors. The Turkish adaptation of the scale was
conducted by Arslan (2017). In the current study, the scale demonstrated
high internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of o = 0.90.

Positive childhood experiences scores (PCEs)

The scale, developed by Bethell et al. (2019), comprises a single
dimension with seven items. Items are rated on a 5-point Likert-type
scale (1 = Never, 5 = Always), and the scale contains no reverse-scored
items. Total scores range from 7 to 35, with higher scores reflecting a
higher number of positive experiences during childhood, prior to the
age of 18. The Turkish adaptation of the scale was conducted by Cicek
and Ceri (2021). In the present study, the scale demonstrated satisfactory
internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of & = 0.84.

Attachment Styles Scale Short Form (ASS-SF)

The scale, originally developed by Feeney et al. (1994) and
shortened by [wanaga et al. (2018), comprises three subscales: secure,
anxious, and avoidant attachment, with each subscale containing four
items. The scale assesses individuals” attachment styles with respect to
their parents using a 6-point Likert-type format. The Turkish
adaptation of the ASS-SF was conducted by Celik (2024). In the
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlation matrix.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1700648

Variables 1 2. 3 4. 5

1. Secure attachment 1 0.44%%* —0.26%* —0.22%* 0.41%*

2. PCEs 1 —0.40%* —0.19%* 0.81%%*

3. Family conflict 1 0.25%%* —0.53%*

4. Peer bullying 1 —0.27%*

5. Family cohesion 1
Mean 15.11 22.15 13.03 16.96 20.54
SD 5.54 6.96 5.44 8.23 6.47
Skewness —0.230 —-0.186 0.464 1.08 —-0.615
Kurtosis —0.587 —0.701 —0.962 1.59 —0.873
Internal reliability () 0.76 0.84 0.90 0.90 0.77

= All correlation coefficients are significant at the level p < 0.001.

present study, only the secure attachment subscale was utilized.
Internal consistency analysis revealed a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
of a = 0.76 for this subscale.

Results
Data analysis

Data analysis for the present study was conducted using IBM SPSS
Statistics (version 25), with mediation analyses performed via the
PROCESS macro (Model 4) (Hayes, 2022). The analytical procedure
commenced with descriptive statistics, including means, standard
deviations, skewness, and kurtosis, to evaluate the normality of the
variable distributions. Pearson correlation coefficients were then
calculated to examine the bivariate relationships among the study
variables. The internal consistency of each scale was assessed using
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, confirming the reliability of the
measures within the current sample. Simple mediation models were
tested using PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2022). PCEs served as the
single mediator in each model, with family cohesion, family conflict,
and peer bullying analyzed as separate outcomes. Bootstrapping with
5,000 resamples was applied to estimate indirect effects and 95%
confidence interval (Hayes, 2018).

Preliminary analyses

Preliminary analyses indicated that all study variables demonstrated
normal distribution, with skewness values ranging from —0.61 to 1.08
and kurtosis values ranging from —0.096 to 1.59, falling within
acceptable limits (< |2|) (Kline, 2023). Pearson correlation analyses
revealed a significant positive association between secure attachment
and positive childhood experiences (PCEs) (r = 0.44, p < 0.01) as well
as family cohesion (r = 0.41, p < 0.01). Conversely, secure attachment
was significantly and negatively correlated with family conflict
(r=-0.26, p < 0.01) and peer bullying (r = —0.22, p < 0.01). PCEs were
also significantly negatively associated with family conflict (r = —0.40,
p <0.01) and peer bullying (r = —0.19, p < 0.01), while showing a strong
positive relationship with family cohesion (r = 0.81, p < 0.01). Internal
consistency reliability coefficients for the instruments ranged from
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a=0.76 to a = 0.90 (see Table 1), indicating satisfactory reliability for
the scales employed in the present study.

Mediation analysis

Following preliminary analyses, simple mediation analyses were
conducted to examine the mediating role of positive childhood
experiences (PCEs) in the relationships between secure attachment
and family conflict, peer bullying, and family cohesion (Figure 2;
Tables 2, 3). Results indicated that secure attachment positively and
significantly predicted PCEs (p = 0.44, p < 0.001), accounting for 19%
of the variance in PCEs. Secure attachment also demonstrated a
significant negative association with family conflict (= -0.09,
P <0.001) and peer bullying (B = —0.24, p < 0.001), while positively
predicting family cohesion (f = 0.10, p < 0.001). When considered
alongside PCEs, secure attachment explained 17% of the variance in
family conflict, 5% in peer bullying, and 65% in family cohesion.

Importantly, PCEs were found to mediate the associations
between secure attachment and all three outcomes. The indirect effects
were significant for family conflict [effect = —0.15, 95% CI (-0.21,
—0.10)], peer bullying [effect = —0.050, 95% CI (—0.09, —0.01)], and
family cohesion [effect = 0.33, 95% CI (0.27, 0.39)]. Moreover, both
the direct and total effects of secure attachment on these outcomes
remained significant, indicating partial mediation (see Table 3). These
findings underscore the pivotal role of PCEs as a protective mechanism
through which secure attachment contributes to more harmonious
family relationships and reduced engagement in peer bullying.

Discussion

The present study aimed to investigate the extent to which secure
attachment was associated with lower levels of family conflict and peer
bullying during adolescence while being positively associated with
family cohesion. Grounded in attachment theory, secure relationships
established with parents during childhood are posited to foster
positive internal working models of the self and others (Keizer et al.,
2019; Seving and Sener Kiling, 2018), which in turn may be linked
social interactions and relational outcomes during adolescence
(Delgado et al., 2022).
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Family conflict
28
$ -
o
o*
Secure attachment =44 > PCEs B=-10 »  Peerbullying <
N
-2
B= 10
Family cohesion
B=-24
FIGURE 2
The tested research model.

The study’s first hypothesis (H1)—that secure attachment would
show negative associations with family conflict and peer bullying
while being positively associated with family cohesion—was strongly
supported. This finding underscores the relevance of secure
attachment in relation to both individual well-being and family
functioning. Specifically, the negative association between secure
attachment and family conflict aligns with prior literature emphasizing
that securely attached individuals tend to demonstrate enhanced
emotion regulation and conflict management capacities, which are
associated with reduced emotional reactivity during familial
disagreements (Biglan et al., 2015; Keizer et al., 2019; Keskin and Cam,
2008; Perron, 2013; Rahal and Fosco, 2025; Roman et al., 2025).

Similarly, secure attachment was found to be significantly and
negatively associated with peer bullying, corroborating evidence that
adolescents with secure parent-child relationships are less likely to
be involved in bullying (Charalampous et al., 2018; Lin et al., 2022;
Ozada and Duyan, 2018). Securely attached adolescents typically
report stronger social skills and broader social support networks,
enabling them to navigate peer interactions more effectively and
maintain higher self-esteem, thereby being less involved in reducing
the risk of involvement in bullying dynamics (Carter et al., 2023;
Coskun et al., 2024; Ozen and Aktan, 2010; Williams, 2011).

The positive association of secure attachment on family cohesion
further confirmed H1. Secure attachment appears to be related to
emotional closeness, mutual support, and satisfaction within family
systems (Kars and Peker, 2025; Roman et al., 2025; Vegas, 2025). This
finding resonates with existing research indicating that secure
attachment is linked to familial warmth, trust, and collective resilience
in the face of external stressors (Cassidy and Shaver, 2018; Davila
et al., 2025; Galaitsi et al., 2024; Seving and Sener Kiling, 2018; Spruit
etal., 2020). It is, however, critical to acknowledge that family cohesion
is also shaped by environmental and experiential factors, including
PCEs (Blake et al., 2024; Wang et al., 2024).

Frontiers in Psychology

We also strongly supported the study’s second hypothesis (H2),
which states that PCEs would be negatively associated with family
conflict and peer bullying while being positively associated with
family cohesion. These findings align with research emphasizing the
importance of protective and promotive factors as alternatives to
trauma-focused models (Bethell et al., 2019; Crandall et al., 2020;
Scholtes and Cederbaum, 2024). Specifically, adolescents reporting
higher PCEs also reported lower family conflict (Li, 2025; Neville
et al, 2025; Pu et al,, 2025), lower peer bullying (Mahmood et al.,
2025; Yavrutiirk, 2025; Zhang et al., 2023), and higher family cohesion
(Davila et al., 2025; Roman et al., 2025; Vegas, 2025).

The negative association between PCEs and family conflict
indicates that experiences such as supportive caregiving, a secure
family environment, and a sense of belonging may be linked to
enhanced adolescents’ coping and interpersonal problem-solving
skills. These capacities are related to lower escalation of typical
adolescent disagreements into destructive conflicts (Pu et al,
2025). Correspondingly, the strong positive association between
PCEs and family cohesion underscores that family cohesion may
be linked not merely to conflict avoidance but through actively
cultivated positive experiences characterized by warmth, trust, and
emotional support (Davila et al., 2025; Galaitsi et al., 2024; Roman
et al., 2025).

With respect to peer bullying, PCEs showed a significant negative
association, suggesting their relevance extends beyond familial
contexts. Mechanistically, PCEs promote psychological resilience,
social and emotional skill development, and mental wellbeing, thereby
being linked to lower involvement in the adverse impacts of peer
victimization (Elmore and Crouch, 2020; Lin et al.,, 2022; Luo et al,,
20225 Qu et al., 2022). These findings reinforce the notion that
psychosocial interventions should focus not only on reducing risk
factors but also on enhancing protective experiences, particularly
in adolescence.
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The study’s third hypothesis (H3)—clarified that secure
attachment functions as a key mediator linking PCEs to adolescent

TABLE 2 Unstandardized coefficients for the proposed mediation model.

Antecedent Consequent
M (PCEs)
SE
X (Secure attachment) 0.670 0.058 11.55 <0.001
Constant 12.033 0.922 13.05 <0.001
R*=0.19
F=135.08; p < 0.001
Y, (Family conflict)
X (Secure attachment) —0.119 0.050 —2.34 <0.001
M (PCEs) —0.281 0.033 -8.48 <0.001
Constant 21.111 0.823 25.62 <0.001
R*=0.17
F=58.80; p <0.001
Y, (Peer bullying)
X (Secure attachment) —0.304 0.082 —3.67 <0.001
M (PCEs) —0.137 0.053 —2.55 <0.01
Constant 24.65 1.34 18.35 <0.001
R*=10.05
F=17.42; p <0.001
Y; (Family cohesion)
X (Secure attachment) 0.102 0.039 2.60 <0.01
M (PCEs) 0.717 0.025 27.90 <0.001
Constant 3.064 0.638 4.80 <0.001
R*=10.65
F=525.80; p <0.001

Number of bootstrap samples for percentile bootstrap confidence intervals: 5,000. SE,
standard error; Coeff, unstandardized coefficient; X, independent variable; M, mediator
variable; Y, outcome variable.

TABLE 3 Mediation model path analysis.

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1700648

outcomes. Positive childhood experiences were significantly associated
with higher secure attachment, which in turn predicted lower family
conflict and peer bullying and greater family cohesion. These findings
highlight secure attachment as a mechanism through which early
positive experiences exert protective effects on adolescent social and
familial adjustment. This aligns with longitudinal and cross-cultural
evidence indicating that supportive early experiences strengthen
attachment security, which fosters adaptive coping, effective
communication, and conflict resolution skills in adolescence (Akbulut,
2025; Biglan et al., 2015; Davila et al., 2025; Lewis and McKelvey, 2025;
Roman et al., 2025).

Although both secure attachment and PCEs were negatively
associated with peer bullying, the association of PCEs was weaker than
that of secure attachment. The difference may reflect the limited link of
PCEs on the perpetrator dimension of bullying (Scholtes and
Cederbaum, 2024), the increasing salience of peer norms during
adolescence (Carter et al, 2023), or measurement limitations in
differentiating bully, victim, and bully-victim roles (Coyle et al., 2021).
Nonetheless, PCEs remain a critical mediating factor, indirectly
associated with adolescent psychosocial outcomes by reinforcing secure
attachment and supporting adaptive coping in family and peer contexts.

Collectively, the findings of this study indicate that secure
attachment and PCEs are interrelated factors associated with adolescent
well-being, family cohesion, and adaptive peer relationships. In
collectivist cultures such as Turkey, the association of PCEs on family
cohesion may be particularly pronounced, reflecting the importance of
relational attachment and social support (Kars and Peker, 2025). From
a practical perspective, these findings suggest that attachment-based
interventions could benefit from integrating strategies that enhance
PCEs, and anti-bullying programs may be strengthened by
incorporating attachment- and PCE-focused modules targeting both
victims and perpetrators to maximize protective effects.

Implications

The findings of this study make substantial contributions to both
theoretical and practical domains by facilitating a nuanced

Effect size 95% confidence interval
Lower limit Upper limit
Direct effect
Secure attachment — family conflict —-0.119 0.050 —0.219 —-0.019
Secure attachment — peer bullying —0.304 0.082 —0.467 —0.141
Secure attachment — family cohesion 0.102 0.039 0.025 0.180
Indirect effect
Secure attachment — PCEs — family conflict —0.158 0.026 —-0.213 —0.108
Secure attachment — PCEs — peer bullying —0.050 0.021 —0.096 —0.012
Secure attachment — PCEs — family cohesion 0.338 0.030 0.278 0.398
Total effect
Secure attachment — family conflict —0.308 0.048 —0.404 —-0.213
Secure attachment — peer bullying —-0.396 0.074 —0.544 —0.249
Secure attachment — family cohesion 0.588 0.054 0.478 0.692
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re-examination of attachment theory within the Turkish cultural
context. The observed effects of secure attachment on psychosocial
outcomes through PCEs provide empirical support for Bowlby’s
concept of internal working models, demonstrating that these
cognitive-affective schemas are not fixed but can be shaped and
reinforced across the lifespan by positive experiences (Cassidy and
Shaver, 2018; Lewis and McKelvey, 2025). This reconceptualization
positions attachment as a dynamic, malleable process rather than a
static trait.

From a practical perspective, the results underscore the value of
implementing parent education programs aimed at fostering PCEs
within family-based interventions. In school settings, these findings
highlight the importance of structured emotional support and
empathy training, targeting both victims and perpetrators of
bullying to promote resilience and adaptive peer relationships.
Clinically, it is recommended that therapeutic interventions
consider both individuals’ attachment histories and levels of PCEs,
integrating culturally sensitive approaches that account for extended
family involvement, particularly in collectivist contexts such
as Turkey.

In sum, this study emphasizes that enhancing adolescent mental
health requires a dual approach: mitigating risk factors while actively
promoting protective factors, with a particular focus on cultivating
PCEs. The mediating role of PCEs in shaping family cohesion and
conflict offers a comprehensive lens through which to understand the
real-life operation of attachment-based internal working models.
These findings strongly advocate for integrating attachment-focused
and PCE-oriented strategies in adolescent mental health interventions.
Beyond its theoretical contribution, the study fills a critical gap in the
literature, providing empirical evidence that attachment and PCEs
should be addressed together to optimize psychosocial outcomes
among adolescents in Turkey and similar cultural settings.

Limitations and future research directions

Despite the valuable insights yielded by this study, several
methodological and conceptual limitations warrant careful
consideration when interpreting the findings. First, the cross-sectional
design precludes the establishment of causal relationships among
variables. Specifically, the influence of secure attachment on family
cohesion via PCEs can only be examined more rigorously through
longitudinal or experimental research designs. Second, the study
sample, comprising urban high school students aged 14-18, limits the
generalizability of the findings to younger children, adults, or
adolescents residing in rural areas. Measurement limitations are also
noteworthy. For instance, while the Peer Bullying Scale captures the
perpetrator role, it does not differentiate between perpetrators and
victims, thereby restricting insights into victimization experiences.
Additionally, the exclusive reliance on self-report measures increases
susceptibility to social desirability bias.

Conceptually, the operationalization of PCEs in this study does
not fully capture social resources salient in Turkey’s collectivist culture,
such as extended family members and broader community networks
(Kars and Peker, 2025). Moreover, neurobiological mechanisms
potentially underlying the effects of attachment and PCEs were not
examined, and other contextual factors that may influence family

Frontiers in Psychology

10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1700648

dynamics, such as economic stress or parental mental health, were not
incorporated into the model.

Future research should address these limitations through more
comprehensive and methodologically rigorous designs. Comparative
studies examining the mediating role of PCEs in attachment-family
cohesion relationships across collectivist and individualistic cultures
could illuminate culturally specific dynamics—for example,
exploring whether PCEs exert a stronger influence on family
cohesion in Asian contexts relative to Western societies. Qualitative
research capturing detailed adolescent narratives on positive
childhood experiences, such as family rituals or safe exploration
spaces, would enrich the understanding of PCEs’ mechanisms.
Integrating biological markers, such as cortisol or oxytocin levels,
could further elucidate the interplay between neurobiological
processes, attachment, and PCEs.

Application-focused research is also recommended. The efficacy
of school-based interventions designed to enhance PCEs, such as the
Family Stories Workshop, could be evaluated using randomized
controlled trials. Furthermore, the development of culturally sensitive
PCE measurement tools that incorporate extended family and
community relationships in Turkey is necessary. Observational
assessments of bullying behaviors and teacher reports should
complement self-reported data to improve measurement accuracy.
Investigating the protective role of PCEs among at-risk populations,
including socioeconomically disadvantaged youth or adolescents
with
intervention programs.

migrant  backgrounds, would facilitate tailored

Finally, identifying priority research areas within the Turkish
context is essential for culturally informed methodological approaches.
For example, survey studies examining rural-urban differences could
guide locally relevant programs implemented by civil society
organizations. Collectively, these directions will contribute to the
theoretical refinement of attachment models and the development of
evidence-based, PCE-cantered interventions adapted to cultural and

contextual specificities.

Conclusion

This study investigated the influence of secure attachment on
family relationships and peer bullying in adolescents, highlighting the
critical mediating role of PCEs in these dynamics. While secure
attachment independently contributes to psychosocial well-being,
combining PCEs significantly amplifies its protective and promotive
effects. Specifically, PCEs mitigate family conflict and peer bullying
and enhance the capacity of secure attachment to foster family
cohesion, effective conflict resolution, and adaptive coping strategies
in social interactions.

A notable contribution of this study is its culturally contextualized
perspective. In collectivist societies such as Turkey, where extended
family networks play a salient role, PCEs appear to reinforce the
impact of secure attachment, demonstrating that the internal working
models proposed by attachment theory manifest in observable social
and relational outcomes through positive childhood experiences.
However, given the cross-sectional design, these associations should
not be interpreted as causal, and the directionality of effects cannot
be firmly established. Practically, these findings underscore that
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interventions aimed at promoting adolescent mental health may
benefit from considering PCEs and attachment together, though
empirical validation through longitudinal or experimental studies is
needed before clinical or educational application.

In conclusion, this study provides preliminary empirical evidence
supporting the integration of attachment-focused and strengths-based
approaches in adolescent development. The study’s demonstration of
the synergistic effects of secure attachment and PCEs advocates for a
paradigm shift from risk-oriented models to interventions that
emphasize protective and promotive factors. Future research is
encouraged to explore cross-cultural variations, neurobiological
mechanisms underpinning the attachment-PCE-PCE relationship,
and the emerging interface between digital attachment experiences
and positive childhood experiences. These investigations will clarify
how early relational experiences influence psychosocial development
in various contexts.
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