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Background: Empirical research evidence indicates that bullying has become
a widespread and pervasive issue among adolescents, with various factors
identified as its predictors. Parental attachment, parental maltreatment, and the
social support available to adolescents appear to play crucial roles in this
phenomenon. Thus, examining these variables within a model warrants further
investigation. The aim of the present study was to explain bullying in adolescent
based on parental attachment and parental maltreatment, with the mediating role
of perceived social support.

Method: This study employed a descriptive correlational design using path
analysis. The statistical population consisted of all adolescents aged 14 to 17 in
Gonabad city during the 2025 academic year. A total of 287 participants were
selected through cluster sampling. They completed the following
questionnaires: the Illinois Bully Scale (Espelage & Holt, 2001), the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et al., 1988), the
Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker et al., 1979), and the Parental Abuse
Questionnaire (Fedele, 1989). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
and path analysis via SPSSv24 and AMOSy,4 software.

Results: Results revealed that parental maltreatment (B= 0.240), parental
attachment (f= —0.240), and perceived social support (p= —0.428) had
significant direct effects on bullying in adolescent (p< 0.01). Additionally,
parental maltreatment (B= 0.216) and parental attachment (B= —0.159) had
significant indirect effects on bullying through perceived social support
(p< 0.01).

Conclusion: The structural model of bullying in adolescent based on parental
attachment and parental maltreatment, mediated by perceived social support,
demonstrated acceptable fit indices. This model can be utilized by educators,
school administrators, psychologists, family counselors, and educational
specialists to enhance parent—child relationships, foster social support, and
reduce both parental maltreatment and bullying in adolescent.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is widely recognized as one of
the most sensitive and critical developmental
periods, characterized by significant
biological and maturational changes. It is
often viewed as a transitional phase toward
adulthood and identity formation within
society. During this stage, adolescents
encounter numerous challenges. One of the
most prevalent social problems affecting
adolescents worldwide is bullying. Bullying
refers to a deliberate act in which an
individual exerts power over another weaker
individual or group. Multiple factors and
correlates contribute to bullying in
adolescent. According to existing research,
social support is considered one of the most
significant moderating and protective factors
for both bullies and victims. Researchers
conceptualize bullying as a form of chronic
stress, while social support is regarded as a
key coping resource, particularly for
victimized students. High levels of social
support have been shown to interrupt
bullying behavior at its early stages.
Additionally, studies have found that
adolescents who experienced parental
maltreatment  during childhood often
struggle with social relationships and are
more likely to engage in bullying behaviors.
Based on the Cycle of Violence Theory,
those who were subjected to abuse and
neglect report a higher incidence of physical,
psychological, behavioral, interpersonal,
and learning problems. Furthermore,
adolescent attachment to parents plays a
significant role in bullying behavior.
Inadequate parenting is considered one of
the key determinants of bullying. A warm
and secure bond with parental figures
provides children with a sense of safety and
confidence, enabling them to form positive
relationships and effective interactions with
others—thereby reducing the likelihood of
victimization. Given these findings, there is
a need for research that can comprehensively
explain the factors influencing bullying in
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adolescent. Therefore, the central question
of the present study is whether a structural
model explaining bullying in adolescent
based on parental attachment and parental
maltreatment, mediated by perceived social
support, demonstrates acceptable model fit?

Method

This study employed a descriptive-
correlational  design  using  structural
equation  modeling.  The  statistical

population included all Upper secondary
school students aged 14 to 17 in Gonabad
city during the 2025 academic year. Based
on Kline's sampling guideline, 300 students
were selected using a multistage cluster
random sampling method. The research
procedure was as follows: First, Gonabad
was divided into three geographical zones
north, south, and central. From each zone,
two high schools (one for boys and one for
girls) were randomly selected. Within each
selected school, students who scored one
standard deviation above the mean on the
bullying scale were identified. From each
school, the 50 students with the highest
bullying scores were chosen as the final
sample.  Participants completed the
following questionnaires: the Illinois Bully
Scale (Espelage & Holt, 2001), the
Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social
Support (Zimet et al., 1988), the Parental
Bonding Instrument (Parker et al., 1979),
and the Child Abuse Questionnaire (Fedele,
1989). Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation and structural equation modeling
with SPSSv24 and AMOSy24 software.

Results

A total of 287 adolescents aged 14 to 17
participated in this study. The mean and
standard deviation of age were 15.63 + 1.04
for girls, 15.50 + 1.08 for boys, and 15.55 +
1.06 for the total sample. Among the
participants, 94 students (32.8%) were in
10th grade, 89 students (31%) in 11th grade,
and 104 students (36.2%) in 12th grade.
Regarding gender, 120 participants (41.8%)
were female, and 167 (58.2%) were male.
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Inferential findings indicated that parental
maltreatment ~ was positively  and
significantly associated with bullying,
whereas perceived social support and
parental attachment were negatively and

significantly associated with  bullying
(p< 0.01). The direct and indirect effects
within the structural model are presented in
the table below.

Table 1. Structural Model: Path Estimates and Direct and Indirect Relationships

Path B SE B CR P

Parental Maltreatment — Bullying in Adolescent 0.240 | 0.081 0.049 3.169 0.001

Parental Attachment — Bullying in Adolescent —0.240 | 0.081 -0.133 -3.207 0.001

Perceived Social Support — Bullying in Adolescent -0.428 | 0.113 —0.448 —3.862 0.001

Parental Maltreatment — Perceived Social Support —0.504 | 0.064 —0.098 —7.314 0.001

Parental Attachment — Perceived Social Support 0.370 | 0.068 0.196 4.967 0.001

Parental Maltreatment — Perceived Social Support — Lower limit | Upper limit

Bullying in Adolescent 0.216 | 0.072 0.121 0.353 0.001

Parental Attachment.—> Percelved Social Support — 0159 | 0.054 0.262 -0.098 0001
Bullying in Adolescent

According to the results presented in the
table, the variables of perceived social
support, parental maltreatment, and parental
attachment had significant direct effects on
bullying in adolescent. Additionally, the
findings on indirect effects revealed that
parental ~ maltreatment and  parental
attachment, through the mediation of
perceived social support, had significant
indirect effects on bullying.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicated
that parental maltreatment had a significant,
positive, and direct effect on bullying in
adolescent. This relationship can be
explained through attachment theory.
Attachment theorists propose that forming
interpersonal relationships and receiving
social support are fundamental human needs.
According to this view, insecure or negative
attachment styles, often resulting from
childhood abuse by caregivers, can have a
profound impact on later peer relationships.
Consequently, children who experience
maltreatment by their parents may
internalize such behaviors and replicate
them in their interpersonal interactions with
peers and classmates. Thus, it can be argued
that parental maltreatment may contribute to
the emergence or intensification of bullying
behavior in adolescents. Another key finding
of this study revealed that parental
attachment had a significant, negative, and
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direct effect on bullying. Children with a
secure emotional bond with their parents
tend to view themselves as worthy of love
and support and are more likely to form
healthy and positive relationships with
others. In contrast, children with insecure
emotional attachments often experience
difficulties in self-regulation and are more
prone to display aggressive and antisocial
behaviors, such as bullying, during
childhood and adolescence. Furthermore,
the results indicated that parental
maltreatment had a significant, positive, and
indirect effect on bullying through the
mediating role of perceived social support.
This finding can be explained by the notion
that during adolescence, sources of social
support  undergo  significant  shifts.
Specifically, feelings of closeness and
support from parents tend to decline during
this period, while peer relationships become
more intimate, explicit, and supportive.
Therefore, perceived social support can be
conceptualized as a key mediating variable,
the absence of which may lead to bullying,
maladjustment, or other psychological issues
in adolescents. When adolescents experience
maltreatment from their parents and
simultaneously lack adequate social support,
they become more vulnerable to engaging in
aggressive behaviors such as bullying.
Consequently, the presence of social support
from significant figures in an adolescent’s
life may partially buffer the impact of
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parental maltreatment on bullying behavior.
Finally, the results showed that parental
attachment also had a significant, negative,
and indirect effect on bullying through
perceived social support. This finding
suggests that a strong parental bond can
foster the development of social support
networks for adolescents, helping them feel
supported in various life situations.
Adolescents who have a healthy, positive,
and constructive emotional connection with
their parents are less likely to engage in
aggressive behaviors such as bullying. In
contrast, a lack of parental attachment
combined with insufficient social support
may increase adolescents’ tendency to
exhibit bullying behavior.
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