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Sexual initiation and premarital sexual partners and the 
quality of bond, communication, and perceived marital match 
among young adult spouses1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/62P_komo.pdf

https://doi.org/10.34766/344znm49 

Marta Komorowska-Pudłoa 

a �Marta Komorowska-Pudło, https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7222-0182,  
Institute of Theological Studies, Faculty of Theology, University of Szczecin, Poland
 �Corresponding author: marta.komorowska-pudlo@usz.edu.pl

Abstract: The quality of marital relationships, including emotional bond, communication, and the perceived compatibility of partners, has long been of 
interest to researchers. Among the various factors influencing relationship quality, premarital sexual experiences are increasingly recognized. Due to the 
scarcity of research on this topic within the population of Polish spouses, the present study aimed to examine the relationship between the number of sexual 
partners and the type of first sexual partner (spouse, former romantic partner, non-romantic partner) and the quality of marital relationships among young 
adults, specifically regarding bond, communication, and perceived partner match. The study also explored the relationship between the quality of the marital 
relationship and regret over initiating sexual activity with someone other than the spouse. The study involved 306 married individuals (153 women and 153 
men) aged 20 to 35. The research was conducted using a diagnostic survey in the West Pomeranian Voivodeship. Three standardized psychometric tools 
were used (the Marital Bond Scale by Józef Szopiński, the Marital Communication Questionnaire by Maria Kaźmierczak and Mieczysław Plopa, and the 
Marital Match Questionnaire by Jan Rostowski and Mieczysław Plopa), along with an author-developed questionnaire. The results showed that women 
who had sexual experiences exclusively with their spouse scored significantly higher in the areas of bonding and marital compatibility than women whose 
sexual initiation occurred with a non-romantic partner, as well as those with a higher number of sexual partners. As the number of sexual partners increased, 
women reported lower levels of emotional connection, intimacy, and self-fulfillment, and higher levels of spouse devaluation and relationship disappointment. 
Among men, no statistically significant relationships were found. For women, regret about sexual initiation with someone other than the spouse correlated 
with a lower sense of marital compatibility. The results obtained allow us to conclude that premarital sexual experiences may have a long-term impact on the 
quality of marital relationships, especially among women.
Keywords: marital relationship quality, first sexual partner, premarital sexual experiences, sexual initiation

1.	The significance of sexual initiation and types of premarital relationships 
for marital relations – a review of research

During late adolescence and early adulthood, in-
volvement in romantic relationships constitutes one 
of the key developmental tasks (Erikson, 2004). 
During this period, alongside the need to relieve 
sexual tension characteristic of puberty, a need to 
form bonds emerges, initially in pre-intimate rela-
tionships and later in romantic ones (Gurba, 2012; 
Oleszkowicz & Senejko, 2012). Then, romantic 
partners play a vital role in the emotional and social 
life of young people ( Joosten, Nelemans, Meeus, 
& Branje, 2022).

Nowadays, it is common for adolescents and 
young adults to engage in sexual activity both within 
romantic and non-romantic relationships (Kotiuga, 
Yampolsky & Martin, 2022). Research shows that 
some teenagers engage in sexual activity with a single 
partner in the context of romantic relationships, 
while others have a larger number of partners. Early 
initiation is associated with an increased number 
of sexual partners (Bancroft, 2019). Researchers 
indicate that between 10% and 20% of adoles-
cents report having had sexual intercourse with at 
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least four partners. (Control & Prevention, 2019, 
from: Khalili, Mirzazadeh, Chegeni, Abedi, Rajaei, 
Ardalan, Haghdoost, Nasiri, Sharifi, 2020; Steele, 
Simons, Sutton, Gibbons, 2020; Wakasa, Oljira, 
Demena, Regassa, Daga, 2021). Boys typically report 
having more sexual partners than girls (Bancroft, 
2019), although recent years have seen an increase 
in the number of partners among women as well 
(Smith & Wolfinger, 2024). Despite the rise in the 
percentage of sexually active individuals at the end 
of the 20th century, the average number of partners 
among young adults has remained relatively stable 
since the 1980s. (Martinez, Copen, Abma, 2011).

As a key moment in psychosexual development 
(Higgins, Trussell, Moore, & Davidson, 2010; 
Vasilenko, Lefkowitz, & Maggs, 2021), sexual 
initiation can influence an individual’s well-being 
and attitudes toward sexuality (Lew-Starowicz, 
1990; Vasilenko, Lefkowitz, & Welsh, 2014). Re-
search indicates that both the nature of premarital 
relationships and the number of sexual partners 
are significant for the quality of later romantic 
and marital relationships (Kansky & Allen, 2018). 
Lew-Starowicz (1990, p. 43) emphasizes that “the 
sexual and emotional conditions shaped by these 
early sexual experiences” may affect the quality of 
future relationships. Sexual initiation, regarded 
by the author as a pivotal moment, influences 
not only the development of sexual needs but also 
the shaping of personality, attitudes toward one’s 
partner, and the overall perception of interpersonal 
relationships. Its positive effects are most likely to 
emerge when partners share mutual love, demon-
strate psychological maturity, possess a sense of 
responsibility, have adequate sexual knowledge, 
and act by their personal value system.

A crucial factor in the psychosexual develop-
ment of young people is who their partner is during 
their first sexual experience and what kind of bond 
connects them. The long-term consequences may 
vary depending on whether the experience occurred 
in a casual encounter, a short-term relationship, or 
a stable romantic partnership. The set of questions 
concerning sexual initiation, typically asked during 
sexological diagnostics related to sexual dysfunc-
tions, confirms the significance of this experience. 

These questions concern, among other things, the 
nature of the bond and emotions shared with the 
initiation partner, the feelings accompanying the 
event, who initiated the experience, the duration of 
the relationship, and the reasons for its ending, if 
applicable (Lew-Starowicz, 2021). The significance 
of premarital sexual experiences within different 
types of relationships for the formation of intimate 
bonds in adulthood stems, among other factors, 
from the differing behaviors partners display to-
ward each other, the level of emotional connection 
between them, and the impact of these experiences 
on self-esteem in both partner and sexual roles. 
Additionally, this is linked to the various ways 
individuals cope with these experiences in the 
face of challenges.

A romantic relationship is a voluntarily and 
consciously entered partnership based on mutual 
acceptance, understanding, honesty, loyalty, care, 
friendship, and love, as well as elements like jealousy 
and longing. Partners establish mutual expectations 
and boundaries, spend significant time together, 
engage in intense communication, express emo-
tions through words and physical closeness, and 
work to maintain the stability of the relationship. 
Such relationships support the development of an 
attachment system rooted in love, closeness, bond-
ing, and a sense of security. They serve as preparation 
for marital life by teaching individuals to recognize 
differences between partners, resolve conflicts, and 
cultivate personality traits essential for long-term 
relationships. (Putri, Yuniarti, Minza & Riyono, 
2021). Barbara Jankowiak (2023) points out that 
young people strive to form intimate relationships 
based on commitment, love, and passion, and the 
absence of these elements may lead to the dissolution 
of the relationship. The foundation of a healthy 
romantic relationship lies in communication and 
negotiation skills, caring behaviors, authentici-
ty, mutual respect, trust, and honesty (Hielscher, 
Moores, Blenkin, Jadambaa, & Scott, 2021). Tyler 
Jamison and Caroline Sanner (2021) observe that 
commitment-based relationships foster the devel-
opment of skills necessary for building intimacy 
and interdependence, helping individuals achieve 
a balance between independence and closeness.
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Jamison and Sanner (2021) distinguish six types 
of romantic relationships in the context of develop-
ment. The first type is romantic experimentation, 
which involves short-term, superficial relationships 
with limited interaction and minimal emotional and 
physical bonding, typical of childhood and adoles-
cence. The second type is infatuation – a romantic 
or sexual interest that does not develop further due 
to a lack of mutuality or situational barriers. The au-
thors consider infatuation a subtype of romantic 
experimentation. The third type are casual sexual 
encounters (hookups), limited exclusively to sex, 
even if one or both parties desire something more. 
The fourth type is casual dating, in which partners 
explore a romantic relationship by spending time 
together and occasionally engaging in sexual activ-
ity, without future plans and with the possibility of 
dating other people at the same time. The fifth type 
is time-bound dating – a short-term relationship that 
is emotionally and physically intense but ends due 
to an anticipated change, such as the end of summer 
vacation. The sixth type is committed relationships, 
in which partners experience increasing emotional – 
and usually physical – intimacy and expect continued 
commitment and a shared future.

The exploration of romantic and sexual pref-
erences among adolescents often includes exper-
imenting with different types of relationships, 
partners, and sexual practices (Arnett, 2015, as 
cited in Olmstead, 2020). Most teenagers engage 
in monogamous, long-term romantic relationships 
in which they have their sexual experiences, while 
others go through them in a series of short-term 
relationships, casual encounters (hookups), rela-
tionships with friends (friends with benefits), or 
during spontaneous sexual meetings (booty calls). 
(Baldus, Elgán, Soyez, Tønnesen, Arnaud, Csemy 
& Thomasius, 2023; Olmstead, 2020; Van de Bon-
gardt, De Graaf, 2020; Yu, Luo & Xie, 2022). In the 
second decade of the 21st century, there has been 
an increase in the number of individuals engaging, 
with mutual consent, in non-monogamous sexual 
relationships (such as polyamory, swinging, and 
open relationships). This phenomenon involves 
both individuals with and without romantic partners 
(Olmstead, 2020). Non-monogamous relation-

ships are based on commitment and emotional 
investment with one or more partners (Sizemore 
& Olmstead, 2016), whereas relationships cen-
tered around casual sex typically lack an element of 
commitment (Olmstead, 2020). Research indicates 
that boys are more likely than girls to engage in 
casual sexual encounters (Olmstead, 2020; Van de 
Bongardt & De Graaf, 2020).

Zbigniew Lew-Starowicz (1990) distinguishes 
four types of sexual initiation: with a partner towards 
whom one feels no emotional attachment; with a fu-
ture spouse as a way of testing compatibility; with 
a more experienced individual; and after marriage, 
when both partners are inexperienced. According to 
the author, each of these types can lead to different 
emotional experiences and consequences for future 
relationships. Initiation without emotional bonding 
may result in a separation of sex from love, difficul-
ties in forming deeper emotional connections, and 
a tendency toward further casual encounters. Sexual 
compatibility testing can be unreliable, as sexual 
maturity develops over time and requires patience 
and a suitable emotional climate. Initiation with 
a more experienced partner carries the risk of com-
parisons and jealousy, especially if the experience is 
not mutual. However, at a high level of maturity, 
such comparisons may not occur. In contrast, ini-
tiation after marriage may lead to disappointment 
but can also foster the development of shared sexual 
experience, provided it is accompanied by trust and 
mutual openness.

Boys and young men are more likely than girls 
and young women to experience positive emotions 
related to sexual activity – both during initiation 
and in subsequent encounters (Higgins et al., 2010; 
Marván, Espinosa-Hernández, Orihuela-Cortés, 
2018; Reissing, Andruff, Wentland, 2012; Schwartz 
& Coffield, 2020; Vasilenko, Walters, Clark, Lefkow-
itz, 2022; Walters & Lefkowitz, 2023). These experi-
ences are often accompanied by a sense of fulfillment 
in their gender role, frequently expressed through 
dominance (Marván et al., 2018). This applies to 
their experiences in both long-term relationships and 
casual encounters. (Conley, Klein, 2022; Reissing et 
al., 2012; Schwartz, Coffield, 2020). Men’s positive 
emotions related to sexual initiation may stem from 
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the experience itself, regardless of the nature of the 
relationship with their partner. However, for boys 
who undergo sexual initiation with a partner with 
whom they do not share a close emotional bond, 
negative consequences may arise, such as concerns 
that the partner might expect a deeper level of com-
mitment (Vasilenko et al., 2022).

Research shows that most girls and women expe-
rience physical discomfort (pain) during sexual initia-
tion, along with lower or no sexual and psychological 
satisfaction, as well as ambivalent emotions, ranging 
from anxiety, shame, regret, and guilt to content-
ment and joy (Boydell, Wright, Smith, 2021; Conley 
& Klein, 2022; Hawkins, DeLuca, Claxton, Baker, 
2023; Richters et al., 2022; Schwartz & Coffield, 
2020; Vasilenko et al., 2014; Vasilenko et al., 2022). 
Positive outcomes of sexual initiation and later sexual 
experiences, including psychological satisfaction, are 
more often associated with emotional closeness to 
the partner. (Higgins et al., 2010; Vasilenko et al., 
2022). Sexual experiences can often be traumatic for 
girls, especially when they are treated in a hurtful 
way by their partners. In cases of casual relationships 
or one-time sexual encounters, some girls reported 
experiencing pressure (Reissing et al., 2012), coercion 
(McClinton Appollis, Jonas, Beauclair, Lombard, 
Duby, Cheyip, Maruping, Dietrich & Mathews, 
2021), and even violence (Hawkins et al., 2023).

Lew-Starowicz (1997) emphasizes that traumatic 
experiences related to early sexual encounters and 
intimate relationships can lead to the development of 
sexual disorders. This phenomenon is associated with 
the formation and reinforcement of dysfunctional 
cognitive schemas that affect the interpretation of 
subsequent sexual experiences (Smith & Shaffer, 
2013). As a result, difficulties such as vaginismus, 
dyspareunia, or anorgasmia may arise (Lew-Starowicz, 
1997, 2004). These mechanisms are explained by 
sexual script theory (Gagnon & Simon, 1973, as cited 
in Beisert, 2023) and the concept of encoded sexual 
responses – deeply ingrained patterns that significant-
ly shape the quality of one’s sexual life in adulthood 
(Imieliński, 1990). Researchers emphasize the role 
of classical conditioning (Bancroft, 2019; Imieliński, 
1990) and the law of first reflexive-conditioned con-
nections (Lew-Starowicz, 2004). As Lew-Starowicz 

(2004) notes, an individual’s sexual biography – par-
ticularly that of a woman – significantly influences 
later sexual needs and behaviors. According to the 
principle of generalization, a positively experienced 
sexual initiation can foster the development of satis-
fying relationships and emotional bonds. Conversely, 
a negative experience may lead to inhibitions, diffi-
culties, and failures in the sexual sphere. The sources 
of disappointment vary by gender. Among young 
men, these may stem from unrealistic expectations, 
an excessive focus on intense sensations, emotional 
immaturity, egocentrism, primitiveness, sexual hyper-
activity, and overly rapid sexual responses. Among 
young women, disappointment is often linked to pain 
during defloration, the partner’s lack of emotional 
involvement, and his instrumental approach to the 
sexual act – manifested in a conqueror-like attitude 
rather than that of someone seeking a relationship 
based on mutuality and emotional connection. A high 
level of emotional maturity, personal culture, sexual 
awareness, and emotional bonding fosters a satisfying 
initiation experience. In such cases, potential difficul-
ties, such as awkwardness or temporary disruptions, 
are experienced more mildly (Lew-Starowicz, 1990).

Research indicates that when adolescents engage 
in sexual activity with someone they have affec-
tionate feelings for – typically within a romantic 
relationship – the initiation is more often associated 
with positive outcomes compared to encounters 
with casual or unfamiliar partners, especially among 
girls (Higgins et al., 2010). A high level of comfort 
within the relationship and satisfaction with the first 
sexual experience help mitigate negative emotions. 
For young women, positive experiences were strongly 
linked to the presence of love, emotional closeness, 
and psychological comfort, which often served as 
prerequisites for deciding to initiate sexual activity. 
For men, these factors were not of significant im-
portance (Schwartz & Coffield, 2020). Research by 
Tracy Walters and Eva Lefkowitz (2023) shows that 
nearly 90% of eighteen-year-olds experienced physical 
satisfaction and a greater sense of closeness with their 
partner during subsequent sexual encounters. Simi-
larly, Sophie Hawkins and co-authors (2023) found 
that more intimate sexual behaviors within romantic 
relationships in early adulthood correlated with high-
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er sexual satisfaction compared to casual encounters. 
Individuals in romantic relationships also demon-
strated higher levels of sexual communication and 
greater assertiveness (Van de Bongardt & De Graaf, 
2020). Partners in romantic relationships were more 
likely than those involved in casual encounters to talk 
about their sex life, needs, boundaries, monogamy, 
contraception, and the risk of sexually transmitted 
infections (Lehmiller et al., 2014). As emphasized by 
Veronica Smith and Matthew Shaffer (2013), sexual 
initiation experienced in the context of intimacy and 
mutual respect promotes higher satisfaction (both 
physical and emotional), better sexual self-esteem, 
and lower levels of depression. Research by Paige 
Harden (2012) further indicates that engaging in 
sexual activity within romantic relationships during 
adolescence increased the likelihood of marriage, 
while non-romantic relationships were more often 
limited to sexual encounters only.

Research indicates that adolescents and young 
adults who begin their sexual lives with casual partners 
are more likely to experience negative consequences 
– such as psychological distress and feelings of re-
gret – compared to those who initiate sexual activity 
within romantic relationships (Marván et al., 2018; 
Vasilenko et al., 2022; Wesche, Lefkowitz Maggs, 
2021). Among women, sexual initiation outside of 
a romantic relationship was more frequently associ-
ated with lower self-esteem and depressive symptoms 
than among those who engaged in sex with a romantic 
partner or remained sexually inexperienced. No such 
correlation was found among men (Grello, Welsh, 
Harper, 2006). Casual sexual relationships often carry 
complex emotional outcomes and are evaluated both 
positively and negatively. Decreased well-being was 
particularly reported by young people when sexual 
encounters occurred under the influence of alcohol, 
lacked satisfaction, involved low levels of familiarity 
with the partner, or were accompanied by a lack of 
self-acceptance regarding their actions (Wesche, 
Claxton, Waterman, 2020). Casual encounters were 
often associated with substance use (Wakasa et al., 
2021) and a higher risk of sexual violence (Baldus 
et al., 2023). High-risk sexual behaviors, character-
ized by limited self-control, were correlated with 
reduced psychological well-being, stronger feelings 

of regret, and poorer mental health (Wesche et al., 
2020). Sexual activity in casual relationships was 
also associated with lower physical and emotional 
satisfaction (Wesche et al., 2021), more frequent 
feelings of guilt, and a lack of readiness for sexual 
intercourse (Vasilenko, 2022). Short-term relation-
ships are characterized by lower levels of intimacy and 
commitment ( Jamison & Sanner, 2021). Research 
also shows that a higher number of sexual partners is 
linked to negative health and relational consequenc-
es. Among adults with such experiences, there was 
a higher incidence of sexually transmitted infections, 
more unplanned pregnancies, and lower quality of 
romantic relationships (Kahn & Halpern, 2018). 
Similar patterns were observed among adolescents, 
where more frequent sexual contacts correlated with 
poorer physical and emotional health, as well as lower 
quality of future relationships (Cadely, Finnegan, 
Spears, Kerpelman, 2020).

There is limited research on the relationship 
between premarital sexual experiences and the qual-
ity of marital relationships; however, the available 
analyses allow for several important conclusions. 
Individuals who engaged in sexual activity before 
marriage more often reported lower marital satisfac-
tion (Sassler, Addo, Lichter, 2012) and were more 
likely to form lower-quality relationships (Stanley, 
Rhoades, Markman, 2006; Teachman, 2003), with 
a higher risk of divorce (Smith, Wolfinger, 2024; 
Stanley et al., 2006; Teachman, 2003), compared 
to those who postponed sexual initiation until after 
marriage. Premarital sexual activity had a stronger 
negative impact on marital functioning and divorce 
risk for women than for men (Smith & Wolfinger, 
2024). Women who began their sexual lives be-
fore marriage more often experienced conflicts and 
weaker communication with their partners (Sassler 
et al., 2012). In contrast, premarital sexual restraint 
was associated with better marital relationships re-
gardless of gender. Couples who postponed sexual 
activity until marriage reported higher relationship 
satisfaction, better communication, and a lower 
risk of divorce (Busby, Carroll, Willoughby, 2010). 
Similar patterns were observed among individuals 
who began sexual activity after becoming engaged. 
Their marital relationships were characterized by 
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greater commitment, better communication, and 
higher satisfaction compared to those who became 
sexually active before engagement (Rhoades, Stanley, 
Markman, 2009). Jay Teachman (2003) found that 
premarital sexual activity exclusively with one’s future 
spouse did not increase the risk of marital problems 
or divorce among women (men were not included 
in these analyses).

The greater the number of premarital sexual 
partners reported by spouses, the lower the quali-
ty of their marriage (Teachman, 2003). They also 
reported lower sexual satisfaction (Davis, Shaver, 
Widaman, Vernon, Follette, Beitz, 2006) and were 
more likely to engage in infidelity (McNulty, Melt-
zer, Makhanova, Maner, 2018), which contributed 
to a higher risk of relationship dissolution (Paik, 
2011; Smith, Wolfinger, 2024; Teachman, 2003). 
Research suggests that individuals who engage in 
premarital sexual activity with multiple partners may 
develop more permissive attitudes toward sexuality 
and a heightened awareness of alternatives, such as 
infidelity, that weaken marital stability (Paik, 2011; 
Teachman, 2003). Some may even perceive infidelity 
as attractive (McNulty et al., 2018).

Negative or ambivalent emotions related to sex-
ual initiation, resulting from factors such as social 
pressure, manipulation, or dissatisfaction with the 
experience itself, increase the risk of divorce later 
in life (Paik, 2011). Similar outcomes are observed 
in cases where initiation occurred under coercion 
(Heaton, 2002). In contrast, positive experiences 
during first sexual intercourse are associated with 
no increased risk of marital dissolution (Paik, 2011).

Analyses also show that an increasing number of 
young people engage in sexual activity within the first 
month of a romantic relationship, which correlates 
with lower marital quality later in life, especially 
for women (Sassler et al., 2012). These experiences 
are also linked to poorer communication between 
women and their future spouses (Busby et al., 2010). 
Relationships in which couples quickly initiate sexual 
intercourse tend to be characterized by impulsivity, 
lack of planning, and emotional entanglement, which 
makes it more difficult to end unhealthy partnerships 
(Sassler et al., 2012). Such couples are less likely to 
discuss long-term goals, more likely to experience 

anxiety within the relationship, and are at greater risk 
of forming unstable and unsatisfying relationships in 
the future (Stanley et al., 2006). On the other hand, 
individuals who delay sexual activity in romantic 
relationships demonstrate a greater readiness to main-
tain marital stability and report higher relationship 
satisfaction (Busby et al., 2010). The longer a couple 
postpones engaging in sexual intercourse, the better 
the quality of their future relationship, including 
improved communication, less conflict, higher levels 
of commitment, intimacy, emotional support, and 
sexual satisfaction (Busby et al., 2010; Sassler et al., 
2012). People who initiate sexual activity later tend 
to have fewer romantic partners and report greater 
relationship satisfaction (Harden, 2012).

2.	The methodology foundations 
of the author’s research

The study aimed to analyze the relationship between 
the type of partner at sexual initiation and premarital 
sexual experiences, and the quality of marital rela-
tionships among young adults. The research question 
was formulated as follows: to what extent does the 
nature of sexual experiences – including the type 
and number of partners – differentiate the quality of 
marital relationships in young adults? The hypothesis 
stated that the number and type of sexual partners 
moderately differentiate the quality of respondents’ 
marital relationships dependent variable was the 
quality of marital relationships, measured in the areas 
of bonding, marital communication, and the sense 
of compatibility with the spouse. The independent 
variables were the number of sexual partners before 
marriage and the type of partner at sexual initia-
tion. Three types of partners were distinguished: 
(1) current spouse, (2) former romantic partner from 
the time of sexual initiation, and (3) non-romantic 
partner (e.g., friend, acquaintance, casual partner).

The diagnostic survey method was used, employ-
ing three standardized research instruments: the 
Marital Bonding Scale by Józef Szopiński (1980) 
(covering empathy, mutual understanding, and coop-
eration), the Marital Communication Questionnaire 
by Maria Kaźmierczak and Mieczysław Plopa (2006) 
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(measuring support, commitment, and depreciation 
toward the spouse), and the Marital Compatibility 
Questionnaire by Jan Rostowski and Mieczysław 
Plopa (2006) (including scales of intimacy, simi-
larity, self-fulfillment, and disappointment in the 
relationship).

Before conducting the main statistical analyses, 
the assumptions regarding the data distribution for 
the key dependent variables were checked using 
the Shapiro-Wilk test. In most cases, the results 
of these tests (p < 0.05) indicated significant de-
viations from a normal distribution, which justi-
fied the selection and use of non-parametric tests. 
For comparisons between two independent groups, 
the Mann-Whitney U test was used, while the 
Kruskal-Wallis test was applied for comparisons 
among three groups. Relationships between variables 
were analyzed using Spearman’s rank correlation 
coefficient. When statistically significant differences 
were found in the Kruskal-Wallis test, further post 
hoc analyses were conducted using Dunn’s test 
with Bonferroni correction to precisely locate the 
sources of these differences between specific groups. 
For all conducted statistical tests, appropriate effect 
size measures were calculated and reported: the 
r coefficient for the Mann-Whitney U test, the 
ε² (epsilon squared) for the Kruskal-Wallis test, 
and Spearman’s correlation coefficient ρ (rho) was 
treated as a measure of the strength of association. 
These steps were taken to ensure the reliability of 
the analyses and to provide a more comprehensive 
interpretation of the results by current scientific 
reporting standards. Both statistically significant 
results and trends (p < 0.09) were considered due 
to the unique nature of the study.

Data on the number and type of sexual partners 
were collected using an original questionnaire. 
The sample was selected using a non-random, pur-
posive sampling method. The participants were 
married individuals aged 20-35, born in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. The study included 153 
women and 153 men. The average age of men was 
30.41 years, and the average age of women was 29.05 
years. The mean duration of marriage was 5.22 years, 
and the average length of the relationship before 
marriage was 3.31 years.

3.	Selected aspects of premarital 
sexual experiences and the 
quality of bond, communication, 
and perceived compatibility 
between spouses.  
Results of own research

The study conducted among young adults revealed 
that the majority of respondents engaged in premar-
ital sexual activity (74.51% of men and 66.01% of 
women) (Table 1).

The partner in respondents’ sexual initiation was 
most often someone with whom they shared a close 
emotional bond. For 43.14% of men and 48.37% of 
women, this partner was their current spouse, with 
25.49% of men and 33.99% of women initiating 
sexual activity after marriage. A similar proportion of 
respondents (38.56% of men and 40.52% of women) 
became sexually active with romantic partners they 
were dating at the time, but those relationships even-
tually ended. For the remaining respondents, their 
first sexual partner was someone with whom they had 
a non-romantic relationship (18.3% of men and 11.1% 
of women). The majority of respondents (61.44% 
of men and 75.16% of women) reported being in 
love with their first sexual partner. For the remaining 
respondents, the relationship with their first sexual 
partner was described as a friendship (7.84% of men 
and 5.88% of women), affection or liking (18.3% of 
men and 15.69% of women), or a collegial bond (8.5% 
of men and 1.31% of women). Only a few participants 
(3.92% of men and 1.96% of women) reported having 
no emotional connection with their partner at the time 
of sexual initiation. Every seventh respondent (16.34% 
of men and 10.46% of women) stated that they had 
not been in a romantic relationship with their first 
sexual partner. The study confirmed that women had 
fewer sexual partners than men (Z = 2.87, r = 0.164, 
p = 0.004). The findings also indicated that one in 
five men (20.45%) and one in four women (25.31%) 
expressed regret about having initiated sexual activity 
with someone other than their spouse.

The analysis of marital relationship quality in rela-
tion to the number of sexual partners before marriage 
yielded varied results, with differences particularly 
noticeable in the group of women (Table 2).
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Table 1. Aspects of respondents’ premarital sexual experiences

Aspects of premarital sexual experiences
Men Women

N % N % U Z r p

Engaging in sexual 
intercourse before 
marriage

Yes 114 74.51 101 66.01
10832 -1.54 -0.088 0.123

No 39 25.49 52 33.99

Initiation partner

Spouse 65 43.14 74 48.37

10577.5 1.48 0.085 0.139

Former romantic partner 60 38.56 62 40.52

Friend 5 3.27 5 3.27

Well-known colleague 14 9.15 6 3.92

Less-known colleague 4 2.61 2 1.31

Stranger 5 3.27 4 2.61

Feelings during 
initiation

Love 94 61.44 115 75.16

10191.5 1.65 0.094 0.099

Friendship 12 7.84 9 5.88

Affection 28 18.3 24 15.69

Collegial bond 13 8.5 2 1.31

No feelings 6 3.92 3 1.96

Number of sexual 
partners 

1 65 42.48 74 48.37

5453 2.87 0.164 0.004

2 24 15.69 24 15.69

3 24 15.69 26 16.99

4 15 9.8 10 6.54

5 and more 25 16.34 19 12.42

Regret that sexual 
initiation did not 
take place with 
one’s spouse

Yes 18 20.45 20 25.31

3954 -0.47 -0.027 0.636
No 70 79.55 59 74.69

Table 2. Number of sexual partners and the quality of respondents’ marital relationships

Quality of the respondents’ marital relationships

Number of sexual partners

Men Women

Rho P Rho P

Marital bond

Empathy -0.02 0.867 -0.27 0.003

Mutual understanding -0.02 0.858 -0.30 0.001

Cooperation -0.05 0.594 -0.29 0.002

Full bond -0.03 0.774 -0.30 0.001

Communication 
with the spouse

Support -0.03 0.716 -0.12 0.184

Commitment 0.05 0.578 -0.04 0.660

Depreciation -0.05 0.563 0.04 0.630

Full communication 0.03 0.743 -0.08 0.397

Sense of marital 
compatibility

Intimacy -0.08 0.400 -0.25 0.006

Similarity -0.13 0.175 -0.17 0.070

Self-fullfilment -0.06 0.516 -0.33 0.000

Dissapointment -0.07 0.480 0.20 0.028

Full compatibility -0.02 0.853 -0.27 0.003
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Among the women surveyed, a significant negative 
correlation was found between the number of sexual 
partners before marriage and the quality of their mar-
ital relationship. Specifically, the more sexual partners 
a woman had before marriage, the lower her levels 
of: marital bond, including: empathy (rho = -0.27, 
p < 0.003), mutual understanding (rho = -0.30, 
p < 0.001), cooperation (rho = -0.29, p < 0.002). 
It was also observed that the greater the number of 
sexual partners women had before marriage, the lower 
their sense of marital compatibility in the domains of 
intimacy (rho = -.25, p < 0.006) and self-fulfillment 
(rho = -.33, p < 0.000), as well as – at a tendency 

level – similarity (rho = -.17, p < 0.070). Moreover, 
a higher number of premarital sexual partners was 
associated with a greater level of disappointment 
(rho = .20, p < 0.028) in their current marital rela-
tionship. In contrast, no statistically significant results 
were found for men that would indicate a relationship 
between the number of premarital sexual partners and 
the quality of their current marriage.

A detailed analysis of the relationship between 
the type of first sexual partner and the quality of 
marital relationships among the women surveyed 
revealed numerous statistically significant correla-
tions (see Table 3).

Table 3. Types of sexual initiation partners and the marital relationships of the surveyed women

Quality of marital relationships  
among female respondents

Types of partners during sexual initiation

Spouses
Former 

romantic 
partners

Non-
romantic 
partners

H ε² p

Marital bond

Empathy
M 91.1 88.55 84.35

7.15 0.047 0.03
SD 9.04 11.5 11.83

Mutual 
understanding

M 88.93 86.11 81.47
6.47 0.042 0.04

SD 10.25 11.99 13.3

Cooperation 
M 90.43 87.52 83.53

5.31 0.034 0.07
SD 9.22 12.56 14.73

Full bond
M 270.45 262.18 249.35

7.19 0.047 0.03
SD 27.76 35.14 38.83

Communication 
with the spouse

Support
M 42.4 42.21 41.53

0.47 0.003 0.79
SD 5.09 5.85 5.44

Commitment
M 33 33.98 32.41

2.02 0.013 0.36
SD 4.99 4.93 4.58

Depreciation
M 24.55 24.34 31.35

10.68 0.700 0.005
SD 6.44 7.42 8.32

Full 
communication

M 117.01 118.13 109.29
4.28 0.028 0.12

SD 13.76 15.39 15.41

Sense of marital 
compatibility

Intimacy
M 31.71 31.16 28.65

4.03 0.026 0.13
SD 5.19 5.25 5.86

Similarity
M 28.18 27.87 26.47

1.09 0.007 0.58
SD 4.43 4.16 5.36

Self-fullfilment
M 27.62 26.53 23.53

9.12 0.060 0.01
SD 4.05 4.5 4.84

Dissapointment
M 19.51 21.81 25.41

4.61 0.030 0.09
SD 7.26 8.12 11.31

Full 
compatibility

M 128 124.52 113.24
6.85 0.045 0.03

SD 18.86 19.38 21.02
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The highest levels of marital bond in the areas of 
emotional empathy (H = 7.15, ε² = 0.047, p < 0.030) 
and mutual understanding (H = 6.47, ε² = 0.042, 
p < 0.040), as well as – at the level of a statistical 
tendency – in cooperation (H = 5.31, ε² = 0.034, 
p < 0.070), were observed among women whose 
sexual initiation partner was their current husband. 
Slightly lower results were found among women who 
began their sexual life with a partner with whom 
they were then in a romantic relationship, and the 
lowest results were noted among those who initiated 
sexual activity with a non-romantic partner. A sim-
ilar pattern was observed in relation to the sense 
of compatibility with their husbands (H = 6.85, 
ε² = 0.045, p < 0.030), particularly in the area of 
self-fulfillment (H = 9.12, ε² = 0.060, p < 0.010). 
The highest scores on these scales were achieved 
by women who initiated sexual activity with their 
current spouses; lower scores were recorded among 
those whose first sexual partner was a former romantic 
partner; and the lowest among women whose sexual 
initiation occurred with a non-romantic partner. 
The highest level of deprecation directed toward 
husbands was observed among women whose sexual 
initiation occurred with a non-romantic partner 
(H = 10.68, ε² = 0.700, p < 0.005). A lower tendency 
to deprecate their husbands was found among both 
women whose first sexual partner was their current 
husband and those who began sexual activity with 
a then-romantic partner. The greatest disappointment 

with the marital relationship was reported by women 
who experienced sexual initiation with non-romantic 
partners, while the lowest level of disappointment 
was declared by those whose initiating partner was 
their current husband (differences significant at 
the level of a statistical trend, H = 4.61, ε² = 0.030, 
p < 0.090). Other relationships, despite notable 
differences in mean scores, did not reach statistical 
significance. The study found no differences in the 
quality of marital relationships between respondents 
who initiated sexual activity with their spouses before 
marriage and those who did so after marriage.

For the statistically significant results presented 
above, measured using the Kruskal-Wallis test, Dunn’s 
post hoc test was applied to indicate which groups 
of women, depending on the type of partner during 
sexual initiation, differ from one another (Table 4).

The analysis of results for women showed that the 
type of partner during sexual initiation significantly 
differentiates the quality of their marital relationships 
in several key aspects. This was confirmed by the 
global Kruskal-Wallis tests (Table 3), which justified 
the use of Dunn’s post hoc analysis. Women who 
initiated sexual activity with their husband (type 1) 
exhibited a significantly higher level of emotional 
bonding (mean rank: 85.040) compared to women 
who initiated with a non-romantic partner (type 3 – 
mean rank: 53.735; z = 2.61, p = 0.027). This was 
reflected in a higher level of emotional empathy (for 
women who initiated with their husband – type 1 – 

Table 4. Mean ranks and Dunn’s post hoc test results (adjusted p-values) for pairwise comparisons between groups 
of women based on the type of partner during sexual initiation

Dependent variables – 
components of marital 

relationship quality

Mean ranks of independent variables
Comparisons of female groups  

based on the type of sexual initiation partner

Type 1 Type 2 Type 3 Type 1 vs Type 2 Type 1 vs Type 3 Type 2 vs Type 3

(Husband)
(Former 
romantic 
partner)

(Non-
romantic 
partner)

z p z p z p

Empathy 84.367 76.008 52.647 1.09 0.824 2.64 0.024 1.91 0.167

Mutual understanding 85.133 74.129 56.118 1.44 0.452 2.42 0.046 1.47 0.421

Full bond 85.040 74.895 53.735 1.32 0.555 2.61 0.027 1.73 0.249

Depreciation 75.007 71.476 110.47 0.46 1.000 2.96 0.009 3.19 0.004

Self-fullfilment 85.027 76.169 49.147 1.16 0.742 2.99 0.008 2.21 0.080

Full compatibility 84.527 75.540 53.647 1.17 0.721 2.58 0.029 1.79 0.219
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mean rank: 84.367, vs. women who initiated with 
a non-romantic partner – type 3 – mean rank: 52.647; 
z = 2.64, p = 0.024) and a higher level of mutual 
understanding (for women who initiated with their 
husband – type 1 – mean rank: 85.133, vs. women 
who initiated with a non-romantic partner – type 
3 – mean rank: 56.118; z = 2.42, p = 0.046). Women 
who initiated sexual intercourse with their husband 
(type 1) demonstrated a significantly lower level of 
spousal deprecation (mean rank: 75.007) compared 
to women who initiated with a non-romantic partner 
(type 3 – mean rank: 110.47; z = 2.96, p = 0.009). 

Women from the first group also scored higher than 
those from the third group in the measure of per-
ceived compatibility with their spouse (for women 
who initiated sexually with their husband – type 
1 – mean rank: 84.527, vs. women who initiated 
with a non-romantic partner – type 3 – mean rank: 
53.647; z = 2.58, p = 0.029), particularly in terms 
of their sense of self-fulfillment within the relation-
ship (for women who initiated sexually with their 
husband – type 1 – mean rank: 85.027, vs. women 
who initiated with a non-romantic partner – type 
3 – mean rank: 49.147; z = 2.99, p = 0.008).

Table 5. Types of sexual initiation partners and the marital relationships of the men surveyed

Quality of marital relationships  
among male respondents

Sexual initiation partners

Wives 
(initiation 

after 
marriage)

Former 
romantic 
partners

Non-
romantic 
partners

H ε² p

Marital bond

Empathy
M 87.22 88.52 84.89

1.13 0.007 0.770
SD 13.79 11.59 14.2

Mutual 
understanding

M 84.72 86.21 82.71
0.80 0.005 0.850

SD 14.16 11.61 14.46

Cooperation 
M 86.46 88.24 85.04

0.42 0.002 0.935
SD 14.33 10.36 13.38

Full bond
M 258.39 262.97 252.64

0.81 0.005 0.847
SD 41.52 32.86 41.29

Communication 
with the spouse

Support
M 40.44 40.91 39.21

3.04 0.02 0.386
SD 5.81 5.43 7.83

Commitment
M 32.42 33.72 32.5

4.30 0.028 0.231
SD 5.07 5.05 6.26

Depreciation
M 24.74 24.69 25.5

1.52 0.01 0.678
SD 7.23 7.19 9.27

Full 
communication

M 114.9 116.76 112.63
2.95 0.019 0.399

SD 15.37 15.08 20.05

Marital 
compatibility

Intimacy
M 31.66 31.17 31.04

2.54 0.017 0.468
SD 4.62 4.37 5.6

Similarity
M 27.78 27.74 27.46

0.54 0.003 0.910
SD 4.37 4.12 4.17

Self-fullfilment
M 26.72 28.4 26.29

6.51 0.043 0.089
SD 4.82 3.39 4.4

Dissapointment
M 20.43 20.16 21.64

3.25 0.021 0.354
SD 6.91 8.05 9.89

Overall 
compatibility

M 125.73 127.29 123.14
2.65 0.017 0.448

SD 18.93 16.54 19.11
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Women who experienced sexual initiation with 
a former romantic partner (type 2) generally ranked 
between the group who initiated with their hus-
band (type 1) and the group who initiated with 
a non-romantic partner (type 3) in terms of mean 
ranks across most measured aspects of marital re-
lationships. Although women in the second group 
typically obtained much higher mean rank scores 
in the assessed areas of marital relationships than 
women in the third group, statistically significant 
differences were observed only in the measure of 
spousal deprecation (for women who initiated with 
former romantic partners – type 2 – mean rank: 
71.476, vs. women who initiated with non-romantic 
partners – type 3 – mean rank: 110.47; z = 3.19, 
p = 0.004). In the area of self-fulfillment, these 
differences were at the level of a statistical trend 
(for women who initiated with former romantic 
partners – type 2 – mean rank: 76.169, vs. wom-
en who initiated with non-romantic partners – 
type 3 – mean rank: 49.147; z = 2.21, p = 0.080). 
The remaining differences between these groups 
of women, despite variations in mean ranks, were 
not statistically significant. No statistically signif-
icant differences were found between the group 
of women who initiated sexual activity with their 

husband (Type 1) and those who initiated with 
a former romantic partner (Type 2) for any of the 
variables analyzed.

The analysis of the relationship between the 
type of partner during sexual initiation and the 
quality of marital relationships among the men 
surveyed did not reveal any statistically significant 
differences that would indicate a relationship in 
this area (Table 5). However, an analysis of the 
mean scores obtained by the respondents on the 
individual scales suggests certain trends.

In the area of marital bonding, which includes 
empathy, mutual understanding, and cooperation, 
men who initiated sexual activity with non-romantic 
partners scored slightly lower compared to those who 
began their sexual lives within romantic relationships. 
Similar differences, although also not statistically 
significant, were observed on the scales measuring 
communication with their spouse in terms of support, 
as well as perceived marital compatibility.

Men who initiated sexual activity with non-ro-
mantic partners scored lower on the measured 
scales. Conversely, in the scales assessing depre-
ciation and disappointment in the marital rela-
tionship, these men showed slightly higher values 
compared to those who began their sexual lives 

Table 6. Regret over having engaged in sexual activity with someone other than one’s spouse and the marital 
relationships of the respondents

Quality of marital relationships  
among respondents

Regret that sexual initiation occurred with a partner other than the future spouse

Men Women

U Z r p U Z r p

Marital bond

Empathy 754 -0.14 -0.011 0.89 662 -0.1 -0.008 0.923

Mutual understanding 701.5 -0.61 -0.049 0.544 643 -0.29 -0.023 0.771

Cooperation 740 -0.26 -0.021 0.792 666 0.06 0.005 0.955

Overall bond 734.5 -0.31 -0.025 0.755 654.5 -0.17 -0.014 0.862

Communica-
tion with the 
spouse

Support 1390 -1.5 -0.121 0.134 1678 -2.14 -0.173 0.032

Commitment 1276 -2.01 -0.162 0.044 1916.5 -1.13 -0.091 0.256

Depreciation 1706.5 -0.08 -0.006 0.936 1974.5 -0.89 -0.072 0.375

Overall communication 1551 -0.78 -0.063 0.438 2009.5 -0.74 -0.060 0.460

Marital com-
patibility

Intimacy 1538 -0.84 -0.068 0.403 1571.5 -2.6 -0.210 0.009

Similarity 1487.5 -1.07 -0.087 0.287 1311 -3.7 -0.299 0.000

Self-fullfilment 1374.5 -1.57 -0.127 0.117 1382.5 -3.4 -0.275 0.001

Dissapointment 1618 -0.48 -0.039 0.633 1852 1.41 0.114 0.160

Overall compatibility 1646.5 -0.35 -0.028 0.727 1528.5 -2.77 -0.224 0.006
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within a romantic context. However, these differ-
ences are small and, due to the lack of statistical 
significance, cannot be considered a basis for 
drawing definitive scientific conclusions.

The study also explored whether the quality 
of marital relationships differs depending on 
whether individuals regret having initiated sexual 
activity with someone other than their current 
spouse (Table 6).

The results showed that women who expressed 
regret over having engaged in sexual activity with 
someone other than their husband, compared to 
women who did not report such regret, provided 
significantly less support to their spouses (Z = -2.14, 
r = -0.173, p < .032). They also reported lower levels 
of perceived marital compatibility in the areas of 
intimacy (Z = -2.60, r = -0.210, p < .009), similarity 
(Z = -3.70, r = -0.299, p < .000), and self-fulfillment 
(Z = -3.40, r = -0.275, p < .001).

Among men, those who regretted that their 
sexual initiation had not occurred with their 
current wife demonstrated significantly lower 
levels of involvement in building their marital 
relationship (Z = -2.01, r = -0.162, p < .044) 
compared to men who did not express such regret.

4.	Discussion of the results

The conducted study confirms that the nature of 
premarital sexual experiences, including the number 
of partners and the type of partner during sexual in-
itiation, plays a significant role in the later quality of 
marital relationships, with these associations being 
particularly pronounced among women. The results 
are therefore partially consistent with the research 
hypothesis, which assumed that the number and type 
of sexual partners would moderately differentiate 
the quality of respondents’ marital relationships. 
The findings suggest that the emotional and re-
lational context of sexual initiation – especially 
when the partner is a future or current husband 
as opposed to a non-romantic partner – and the 
extent of experiences with different partners before 
marriage may have long-term implications for the 
quality of women’s marital life.

Consistent with previous research findings 
(e.g., Kansky & Allen, 2018; Lew-Starowicz, 1990; 
Vasilenko et al., 2014), the type of partner with 
whom women initiated sexual activity emerged 
as a key factor differentiating the quality of their 
later marital relationships. Women whose sexual 
initiation occurred with their current spouse 
demonstrated significantly higher levels of marital 
bonding (in terms of empathy, mutual under-
standing, and overall connection), lower levels 
of partner depreciation, and a stronger sense of 
marital compatibility (including self-fulfillment), 
compared to women whose first partner was 
a non-romantic one. These findings align with 
previous reports indicating that initiating sexual 
activity in the context of love, commitment, and 
emotional closeness – characteristics often found 
in relationships with a future spouse – fosters 
positive long-term outcomes (Higgins et al., 2010; 
Smith & Shaffer, 2013). Moreover, these results 
are consistent with the studies of Van de Bongardt 
and De Graaf (2020) and Hawkins et al. (2023), 
who emphasized that romantic relationships tend 
to be marked by greater intimacy and better sex-
ual communication, which contribute to overall 
relationship quality. It is worth noting that in the 
present study, no statistically significant differ-
ences were found in relationship quality between 
women who initiated sexual activity with their 
current husband and those whose first partner 
was a former romantic partner. This suggests 
that the mere presence of a committed roman-
tic relationship at the time of sexual initiation, 
even if the relationship did not lead to marriage, 
may serve as a protective function compared to 
experiences with non-romantic partners. Fur-
thermore, women who initiated sexual activity 
with a former romantic partner demonstrated 
significantly lower levels of depreciation toward 
their current husband than those who initiated 
with a non-romantic partner, further highlighting 
the importance of the relational context of first 
sexual experiences.

The findings also confirmed, in line with nu-
merous previous reports (Busby et al., 2010; Kan-
sky & Allen, 2018; Sassler et al., 2012; Teachman, 
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2003), that a higher number of premarital sexual 
partners among women is associated with lower 
quality in their later marriages. In the present 
study, women with a greater number of premarital 
partners reported significantly lower levels of em-
pathy, mutual understanding, and cooperation (key 
components of bonding), as well as lower feelings 
of intimacy and self-fulfillment within the marital 
relationship, and higher levels of disappointment 
with their current marriage. These results support 
the concept of sexual scripts (Gagnon & Simon, 
1973, as cited in Beisert, 2023) and learning the-
ories, including classical conditioning (Bancroft, 
2019; Lew-Starowicz, 2004), which suggest that 
early and varied sexual experiences may shape 
patterns of intimacy in adulthood.

In the case of men, the results paint a different 
picture. No statistically significant relationships 
were found between the number of premarital 
sexual partners and the quality of their current 
marriage, nor between the type of partner involved 
in sexual initiation and marital quality (although 
some non-significant trends suggested slightly lower 
scores among men who initiated sexual activity 
with non-romantic partners). This lack of clear 
associations in men may stem from gender differ-
ences in the emotional significance attributed to 
sexual experiences, as supported by studies such 
as Vasilenko et al. (2022) and Schwartz & Coffield 
(2020). These studies indicate that men are less likely 
than women to base their satisfaction with sexual 
experiences, including initiation, on the emotional 
or relational context in which they occur.

An interesting finding concerns the role of the 
subjective evaluation of premarital experiences. 
Respondents (both women and men) who ex-
pressed regret over having had sexual intercourse 
with someone other than their current spouse 
showed significantly lower quality in certain 
aspects of their marital relationship (women 
in terms of support, intimacy, similarity, and 
self-fulfillment; men in terms of commitment). 
This underscores the importance not only of the 
objective facts of one’s sexual history but also of 
their psychological interpretation and emotional 
processing. These findings are consistent with 

research by Paik (2011) and Smith & Shaffer 
(2013). Negative or ambivalent emotions related 
to one’s sexual past may impact current function-
ing within a relationship. In the present study, 
no significant differences were found in marital 
relationship quality between individuals who 
initiated sexual activity with their future spouse 
before marriage and those who waited until after 
the wedding. This finding aligns with Teachman’s 
(2003) observations for women and suggests that 
the key factor may not be the timing of sexual 
initiation relative to the wedding date, but rath-
er the quality of the relationship with the first 
partner, particularly when that partner becomes 
the future spouse.

5.	Study limitations

Despite the careful execution of the present study, 
several limitations should be considered when 
interpreting the results. One such limitation is the 
relatively small number of respondents in certain 
subgroups (e.g., women and men who initiat-
ed sexual activity with non-romantic partners), 
which may have affected the statistical power of 
the analyses and potentially contributed to the 
lack of significance in some findings, particularly 
within the male group. Furthermore, the corre-
lational nature of the study does not allow for 
causal inferences between the analyzed variables; 
it only indicates their co-occurrence. The analy-
ses also did not account for potential mediating 
or moderating variables (e.g., personality traits, 
attachment styles, religiosity, quality of sexual 
communication), which may influence or modify 
the observed relationships.

A potential direction for future research could 
involve conducting analyses on larger, more rep-
resentative samples, which would allow for more 
reliable generalizations. It would also be valuable to 
employ longitudinal studies, enabling the tracking of 
relationship development trajectories over time and 
offering a better understanding of how early sexual 
experiences influence later marital life. Additionally, 
incorporating the aforementioned mediating varia-
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bles and using qualitative research methods would 
be beneficial, as they could provide a more in-depth 
understanding of individuals’ subjective experiences 
and the meanings they assign to their sexual histories.

6.	Practical implications

The study findings highlight the need for compre-
hensive psychosexual education that addresses not 
only the biological and technical aspects of sexuality 
but also the emotional and relational context of en-
gaging in sexual activity. Particular emphasis should 
be placed on the potential long-term consequences 
of premarital sexual decisions for future functioning 
within marital relationships. In light of the results, 

educational efforts in the area of sexuality need to 
promote behaviors among young people that support 
initiating sexual activity with partners with whom 
they intend to build lasting marital relationships. 
The results suggest that sexual partner stability may 
have a positive impact on the quality of women’s 
marital relationships, particularly in the areas of emo-
tional bonding and perceived marital compatibility. 
From a psychotherapeutic and counseling perspec-
tive, it is important to consider the history of sexual 
initiation and attitudes toward past experiences as 
potential sources of relational difficulties. Working 
on accepting one’s sexual biography, forgiving oneself 
and one’s partner, as well as fostering commitment 
to the relationship, may support the development 
of a deeper marital bond.
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Abstract: Introduction: Communication is an essential element in building interpersonal relationships. Its quality has a significant impact on relationship 
satisfaction and overall happiness in a romantic partnership. Partners communicate in various ways. Not every form of the communication is beneficial 
for the relationship. Effective communication, based on mutual understanding and openness, significantly increases the level of intimacy in a relationship, 
leading to higher psychological well-being. In contrast, ineffective communication can lead to increased conflicts and reduced relationship satisfaction. 
The article aims to present the relationship between communication styles used by partners and well-being. Particular attention has been given to two forms 
of communication: empathetic and depreciative, as well as their influence on an individual’s psychological well-being. The study presents gender differences 
in the communication style used. Method: The study included 80 people in romantic relationships with an age range of 19-65 years. A survey was conducted 
using two tools: the Psychological Well-Being Scale (C. Ryff ) and the Communication Forms Questionnaire (M. Ryś, P. Kwas). Data analysis included the 
Shapiro-Wilk test, Spearman’s rho correlation, and the Mann-Whitney U test. Results: statistically significant differences were identified between men and 
women regarding the communication used. Women scored higher on empathic communication (M = 39.302, SD = 4.335), while men were more likely to 
use deprecatory communication (M = 32.471, SD = 6.501). A significant but weak negative correlation was also observed between empathic communication 
and well-being, suggesting that excessive empathy may lead to lower psychological well-being. Furthermore, it was revealed that the higher the empathic 
communication level, the higher the positive relationship level, confirming the importance of empathic communication in building satisfying interpersonal 
connections. Conclusions: The study provides new evidence on the importance of communication form in romantic relationships and highlight the need for 
education on regulating empathy and effective communication. Furthermore, the study indicates the need for further research on the negative consequences 
of excessive empathy and the influence of personality and socio-cultural factors on communication styles in relationships.
Keywords: empathic communication, depreciative communication, well-being, romantic relationships, gender differences

Introduction 

The factors influencing satisfaction and enjoyment of 
a close emotional relationship have been extensively 
analysed in the scientific literature. Many authors 
address the role of empathic communication and 
the ways in which partners express their emotions. 
According to Gottman (1994), one of the most 
prominent marital relationship researchers, inter-
personal communication and emotional intelligence 
are crucial factors affecting romantic relationship 
quality. The researcher believes that from the com-
munication between individuals in a couple, one 
can infer its future longevity. Therefore, it is a factor 

that plays a huge role in building and maintaining 
a satisfying relationship.

Research conducted by contemporary psycholo-
gists also proves that the ability to express one’s emo-
tions and actively listen to one’s partner is correlated 
with relationship satisfaction (Szurlej, 2024). Con-
temporary psychological theories emphasize the im-
portance of emotional intelligence and its positive 
impact on relationship dynamics (Smoleń and Iskra, 
2023). Meanwhile, recent research suggests that the 
ability to recognize and regulate emotions can predict 
long-term relationship satisfaction (Smith et al., 2021).
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1.	Close emotional relationship

Researchers define emotional relationships as the 
outcome of the attachment process ( Janicka and 
Cieślak, 2020). They emphasize that it is formed 
both between infants and caregivers, friends, or 
finally between romantic partners. The article 
will only discuss the relationship between ro-
mantic partners. The attachment characterized by 
close interpersonal relationships is formed in early 
childhood, in the mother-child relationship, and 
perpetuates, projecting into all future relationships, 
including romantic relationships (Bowlby, 2007). 
According to psychologists, attachment styles in 
adult life are a reflection of childhood relationships 
(Hazan and Shaver, 1987).

According to Baumeister and Leary (1995) cre-
ating and entering into close relationships is a fun-
damental and necessary need in everyone’s life. 
Other researchers also reached similar conclusions, 
indicating that the basic need of every human being 
is a sense of belonging – a strong desire to be in 
a relationship, form bonds, and enter into intimacy 
(Doroszewicz, 2008).

A close interpersonal relationship positively af-
fects the fulfillment of the need for closeness and 
belonging, but it also determines well-being and 
the “happiness” of the people in it ( Janicka, 2012).

Meanwhile, Doroszewicz (2008) indicates that 
when a person remains in a satisfying, close interper-
sonal relationship, his self-esteem increases. Research 
clearly indicates that having an emotionally close 
person reduces premature death risk and provides 
better physical health compared to people without 
a partner ( Janicka, 2012). The experience of remain-
ing in a close, satisfying emotional relationship trans-
lates directly into better mental health. Individuals 
involved in such a relationship are less likely to report 
depression symptoms and less likely to experience 
anxiety (Czyżowska, Gurba, Czyżowska, 2019).

The most popular concept of love worth men-
tioning when examining close emotional relation-
ships is Sternberg’s three-factor concept (1986). 
He distinguishes three love components: intimacy, 
passion, and commitment. Intimacy was defined as 
emotional closeness, respect for the partner, or the 

ability to depend on the partner. Passion is the desire, 
the need to connect with a partner, the enjoyment 
of their presence. Commitment can be defined as 
partners accepting certain commitments to each 
other and solving problems together. It is a conscious 
mechanism, and each partner voluntarily decides 
whether he or she wants to engage in a relationship. 
It seems extremely important to test the connection 
and relationship between experienced well-being 
(satisfaction, emotional closeness) and the commu-
nication type used in the relationship.

2.	Well-being in close emotional 
relationships

According to researchers, well-being is the result of 
subjective cognitive and affective (emotional) evalua-
tions about an individual’s life (Diener, Lucas, Oishi, 
2008). Beliefs, judgments, and emotional reactions 
to events are the components of evaluating one’s life. 
The evaluation is performed only by the individual 
and not by other, external experts. The individual 
evaluates their life quality and satisfaction of expec-
tations and needs.

Researcher C. Ryff (1989) defines well-being as 
an individual’s growth and development that depends 
on the social environment’s influence. According to 
her concept, well-being is understood more broadly 
than simply “happiness” or “contentment”. For the 
unit to function well, many more factors are needed. 
Ryff, based on empirical research, has distinguished 
six factors. According to her, these factors ensure 
a good and valuable life. Each represents a challenge 
that the individual must meet to feel life satisfaction. 
These are: self-acceptance, understood as self-respect; 
life purpose as life’s meaning; environmental mastery – 
understood as the ability to cope; positive relationships 
with others – a dimension necessary for a person to 
function properly; personal development – as the 
ability to realize one’s potential; and autonomy – 
independence and the ability to make decisions.

Psychological well-being of individuals in close 
emotional relationships refers to a subjective feeling 
of happiness, satisfaction, and fulfillment. It compris-
es such elements as a feeling of emotional security, 
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social support, relationship satisfaction, and the 
ability to deal with conflicts (Reis and Gable, 2018). 
Individual well-being is not only closely related to the 
relationship quality and relationship satisfaction level 
but also to life satisfaction. Research indicates that 
high-quality communication, empathy, and a feeling 
of support in a relationship correlate with higher 
levels of psychological well-being (Holt-Lunstad, 
2021), and partners who experience high emotional 
support levels are more likely to report lower stress 
levels and better emotional regulation (Pietromonaco 
and Collins, 2017; Holt-Lunstad, 2021). Moreover, 
stable and healthy relationships support building 
a positive self-image and self-esteem (Kuster and 
Orth, 2018). Partners who support each other and 
appreciate each other’s strengths are more likely to 
have a higher level of happiness and commitment 
to the relationship. Relationship satisfaction also 
depends on the balance between support and au-
tonomy – excessive control or lack of space can lead 
to a lower sense of well-being. Additionally, research 
indicates that people in satisfying relationships are less 
likely to experience depression, anxiety, and somatic 
problems (Slatcher and Selcuk, 2020), and partner 
support functions as a “buffer” against harmful stress 
effects and strengthens mental resilience (Feeney 
and Collins, 2019).

2.1.	 Communication in close emotional 
relationships

Communication is a process aimed at exchanging 
views, experiences, information, and ideas, causing 
specific effects (Bijak and Kleka, 2021). However, 
psychologists understand interpersonal communi-
cation as exchanging verbal and nonverbal signals 
to interact more effectively (Nęcka, Orzechowski, 
Szymura, 2006). Verbal communication is any infor-
mation transmitted verbally or in writing between the 
sender and the recipient. Therefore it has a relational 
character ( Janicka, 2016).

Suwalska-Barancewicz and Malina (2018) in-
dicate that communication in a romantic relation-
ship can be divided into effective (understood as an 
empathic communication) and ineffective (which 
threatens the development of intimacy). Effective 

communication in a couple involves partners ap-
proaching themselves with openness and respect, 
resolving conflicts using mutual understanding, and 
maintaining closeness. Ineffective communication 
strategies are characterized by criticism, deprecation, 
hostility, and lack of empathy towards the partner. 
Neither do they lead to conflict resolution. In con-
clusion, communication style in a relationship is 
crucial to a romantic relationship’s quality. Openness, 
active listening, and empathy are predictors of rela-
tionship longevity, whereas avoiding conversations 
and aggressive communication lead to a weakened 
relationship (Walęcka-Matyja and Dębska, 2023).
Plopa (2007) also reached similar conclusions, dis-
tinguishing the following communication types: 
supportive – is based on showing respect, open-
ness and building community; engaged–is based 
on creating an atmosphere filled with support and 
understanding and emphasizes the value of the rela-
tionship; depreciative – which is a negative system of 
communication between partners, full of aggression, 
arrogance, insults and lack of respect. Increasing this 
communication type distances partners from each 
other and causes hostility.

According to reaserchers ( Janicka, Cieślak, 2020), 
reciprocity in communication is one of the three 
fundamental dimensions that build good romantic 
relationships, right next to intimacy and argumen-
tative behavior. Reciprocity in communication is 
characterized as the mutual exchange of emotions and 
esperiences, as well as sharing tchem with one’s part-
ner. Important in this is also the communication fre-
quency. This requires partners to be honest and able 
to communicate their emotional states. The researcher 
defines intimacy as verbal and non-verbal messages 
of affection directed to a partner. The dimension of 
“quarrelsome behavior” is defined as the occurrence 
of negative verbal messages in a conflict situation, 
which diminishes relationship satisfaction. Commu-
nication that complies with these three conditions 
(without negative non-verbal messages) provides the 
most effective way to communicate, leads to closer 
intimacy between partners, and helps resolve conflicts 
(Markman et al., 2010). The ability to “express and ad-
equately interpret own and partner’s feelings” also has 
a significant impact ( Janicka, Niebrzydowski, 1994). 
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Communication research in relationships indicates 
that partners who express emotions openly and 
constructively are more likely to build lasting and 
stable relationships. Kelly et al. (2021) revealed 
that couples who regularly use active listening 
experience greater closeness and fewer conflicts.  
It is important to emphasize that the role of com-
munication in a relationship is not limited only to 
conflict resolution. It is also a crucial element in 
building intimacy and emotional bonding. Accor
ding to Sprecher and Hatfield (2022), partners who 
regularly express appreciation, gratitude, and affirma-
tion have higher relationship satisfaction and lower 
disagreement levels. This means that depending on 
the communication style used, it can serve either 
as a factor that strengthens emotional bonds (e.g., 
empathic and supportive communication) or as 
a contributor to the deterioration of the relation-
ship (e.g., communication marked by criticism and 
devaluation). Therefore, communication style has 
a direct impact on partners’ experienced well-being 
and sense of emotional connectedness.

2.2.	 Empathy in interpersonal 
communication

A crucial element in good communication is empathy. 
Empathy is an emotional intelligence component 
and is understood as the ability to identify with the 
other person’s experiences and to understand their 
perspective (Ryś, 2016). According to Baron-Co-
hen (2015), empathy is the ability to recognize the 
thoughts and feelings of another person and respond 
with appropriate emotions. Many researchers debate 
whether empathy is a personality characteristic or 
is shaped by the environment (Ciechomski, 2017). 
Nevertheless, it remains a fact that empathy is a cru-
cial skill in forming close relationships with others 
and in building satisfying relationships. Emotional 
closeness and trust in a partner can only be built by 
people capable of empathy (Ryś, 2009). It allows 
the partners to build openness towards each other, 
which significantly strengthens the bond (Block, 
2006). According to psychologists, communica-
tion between partners’ feelings and experiences is 
a strong predictor of overall relationship satisfaction 

(Walęcka-Matyja and Szkudlarek, 2019). Research 
also indicates that the higher the partners’ level of 
knowledge in the emotional sphere, the greater their 
relationship satisfaction (Dakowicz, 2020).

Partners with high empathy levels are more likely 
to use supportive strategies such as paraphrasing 
statements, validating the other person’s emotions, 
and avoiding criticism (Perez and Riggio, 2019). 
Research by Lemay and Clark (2020) indicates that 
people with a high capacity for empathic response 
are more likely to compromise and positively re-
interpret conflict situations. Partners with high 
emotional intelligence are more likely to use assertive 
and open communication, leading to better quality 
relationships (Mikołajczak et al., 2015). The more 
empathetic and clear the communication between 
partners, the greater their sense of satisfaction and 
closeness (Zarzycka, 2016). Researchers also highlight 
differences betweem man and woman in empathy 
and its impact on communication. Women are more 
likely to demonstrate a higher ability to respond 
empathetically and use supportive strategies in com-
munication (Christov-Moore et al., 2019). However, 
men are more likely to prefer a problem-solving 
communication style, and are not always effective 
in situations that require emotional empathy and 
understanding (Barrett and Bliss-Moreau, 2022). 
Research conducted over the past five years suggests 
that these differences may result partially from so-
cio-cultural factors, not just biological ones–men 
are culturally “deprived” of empathy and raised to 
be strong and causal individuals (Fischer and Eagly, 
2021). Current research indicates that interventions 
based on empathy training and improving commu-
nication strategies can help increase relationship 
satisfaction (Taylor et al., 2022).

3.	Research methods and tools

The article aims to examine and evaluate the con-
nections between communication form and experi-
enced overall well-being of individuals in a roman-
tic relationship. Additionally, it aims to highlight 
the relationship between the communication form 
(empathetic/denigrating) and certain subscales of 
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well-being: self-acceptance and positive relationships 
with others. For this purpose, the following research 
hypotheses were formulated:

H1.	 There is a correlation between empathic com-
munication and high levels of well-being of 
individuals in romantic relationship;

H2.	 The higher the empathic communication, 
the higher the level of self-acceptance;

H3.	 The higher the empathic communication, the 
more positive the relationship with others;

H4.	 There is a difference between men and women 
in the communication style used.

The research was conducted by a diagnostic survey 
method using an online questionnaire. It was con-
ducted from January to March 2025. To construct 
the questionnaire, two tools were used: the Shortened 
Mental Well-Being Scale (C. Ryff ) and the Commu-
nication Forms Questionnaire (M. Ryś, P. Kwas). 
The first tool measures overall well-being and its six 
dimensions: self-acceptance, environmental mastery, 
personal development, positive relationships with 
others, life purpose, and autonomy. The method 
consists of 42 statements, to which the participant 
responds on a 7-point scale. The overall scale score 
is calculated by adding up each statement’s score. 
The higher the score obtained, the higher the well-be-
ing level. The second tool, the Communication Forms 
Questionnaire, measures two communication styles: 
empathic and deprecating. The method consists of 
22 statements to which the respondent responds 
on a 5-point scale. The higher the score obtained in 
each of the subscales, the higher the overall score for 
a given communication style.

4.	Study group characteristics

The study included 80 people involved in romantic 
relationships with varying seniority. Respondents 
are between the ages of 19 and 65 years old. 79% of 
them were women and 21% men. Respondents are 
both married (44%) and in informal relationships 
(56%). Approximately 35% of the respondents de-
fined the duration of their current relationship as 

being between 2 and 5 years, while the second highest 
result (21%) was the relationship duration defined 
as between 6 and 10 years. Among respondents, 
51% described their relationship as satisfactory and 
32% as ideal. Up to 60% rated their communication 
style as good while indicating that their partner’s 
communication style is at an average level

5.	Results

The results were obtained using the SPSS IBM sta-
tistical program. The Shapiro-Wilk test was used 
for descriptive statistics. Spearman’s rho test was 
used to calculate the correlation. The nonparametric 
Mann-Whitney U test was used to calculate differences 
between the male and female groups. The significance 
level was set at α = 0.05. The result was considered sta-
tistically significant if it was in the range 0.05< p < 0,1.

The data presented in the table indicate that the 
overall level of well-being in the respondents is average 
(M = 166.913, SD = 9.4483). The highest possible 
score in each subscale is 49, so the highest possible 
overall score is 343. Based on the values presented 
in Table 1, it can be concluded that the variables 
had a right-skewed distribution (positive skewness), 
meaning that most of the results were below average. 
Respondents scored highest in the subscale con-
cerning relationships (M = 29.93, SD = 3.4101). 
Therefore, it can be concluded that among those 
surveyed, many have relationships with loved ones 
that are satisfactory to them and have positive rela-
tionships with other people. High scores on this scale 
also indicate that the examined individuals exhibit 
empathy and understanding toward others.

In the research sample, the average value for em-
pathic communication was M = 38.463, indicating 
the average results obtained. The average empathic 
communication score among women was M = 39.302, 
while among men, M = 35.353. Additionally, the 
standard deviation values (SD = 4.335 for women 
and SD = 5.689 for men) indicate that women were 
more consistent in their responses. These results sug-
gest that the empathic communication level differs 
by gender. Among women, it is at a high level, while 
among men, it is at a medium level.
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For depreciative communication, the average is 
M = 28.125, which is significantly lower than for 
empathic communication. The average result among 
women was M = 26.952, while among men, it was 
M = 32.471. Furthermore, the standard deviation 
values (SD = 7.948 for women and SD = 6.501 for 
men) indicate that men were more consistent in their 
responses. These results suggest that the depreciative 
communication level among men is at a medium level, 
while among women, it is at a low level.

Spearman’s correlation analysis was conducted 
to examine whether and what communication 
forms affect selected dimensions of well-being, 
allowing for assessment of the strength and di-
rection of the relationship. The results obtained 
indicate a statistically significant but weak negative 
correlation between empathic communication 
and well-being level. The correlation coefficient 
is r = -0.2769, p = 0.0129. This means that people 
who score higher in empathic communication 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the PWB questionnaire obtained from own research (N=80)

M Me SD
Lower 

quartile
Upper 

quartile
Min Max

W
EL

L-
B

EI
N

G

Autonomy 27.288 27 4.007 25 30 15 35

Environmental mastery 26.7 27 3.8987 25 29 15 40

Personal development 28.125 28 4.2824 25 30 18 40

Positive relationships 29.938 30 3.4101 28 31.25 22 38

Life Purpose 26.975 26 4.2693 24 30 16 36

Self-acceptance 27.888 28 3.7518 25 31 19 35

Overall 166.913 18 9.4483 158.75 173.25 147 184

M- mean, Me- median, SD- Standard deviation, Min- minimum, Max- maximum

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the communication forms questionnaire from own research (N=80) by gender of respondents

M Me SD
Lower 

quartile
Upper 

quartile
Min Max

Total 66.586 66 8.028 62 71 47 88

Empathic 
communication

38.463 38.5 4.894 35.75 42 28 49

Deprecating 
communication

28.125 27 7.956 23.75 32.25 11 50

Among women

Total 66.254 66 7.960 62 70 47 88

Empathic 
communication

39.302 40 4.335 36 42 28 49

Deprecating 
communication

26.952 26 7.948 22 30 11 50

Among men

Total 67.824 68 8.406 59 75 57 84

Empathic 
communication

35.353 33 5.689 32 37 29 47

Deprecating 
communication 

32.471 30 6.501 27 35 25 50

M- mean, Me- median, SD- Standard deviation, Min- minimum, Max- maximum
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experience lower well-being levels. Therefore, 
hypothesis 1., proposed by the study’s author, was 
not confirmed.

To verify hypothesis 2, the relationship between 
empathic communication level and a dimension 
of well-being – self-acceptance – was examined. 
The correlation coefficient is r = -0.2465, p = 0.0275. 
Therefore, there is a significant negative relation-
ship between the variables examined. Accordingly, 
the higher the empathic communication score, 
the lower the level of self-acceptance. This result 
is interesting, and although it does not confirm 
the hypothesis formed before the study, it finds 
justification in the literature.

The results obtained in the study indicate a weak 
but significant correlation (r = 0.249, p = 0.0259) be-
tween empathic communication and the positive re-
lationship subscale of the well-being scale. This means 
that people with higher empathic communication 
are more likely to report better quality interpersonal 
relationships. The obtained result confirms hypothesis 
3 proposed by the author. Although this relationship 
is relatively weak, its statistical significance suggests 
that empathetic communication plays a role in build-
ing positive connections.

Hypothesis 4 presented in the study was also 
confirmed. The results indicate that women have 
higher levels of empathic communication, while 
men score higher on deprecating communication. 
The statistical significance of these differences 
was confirmed using the Mann-Whitney U test. 
The obtained results indicate that women achieved 
a higher average score in empathic communication 
(M = 39.302, SD = 4.445) compared to men 
(M = 35.353, SD = 5.689). This difference is statis-
tically significant (Z = 304, p = 0.006), suggesting 
that women are more likely to use communication 
strategies based on understanding, compassion, 
and willingness to help. Men had a higher average 
score for deprecatory communication (M = 32.471, 
SD = 6.501) compared to women (M = 26.952, 
SD = 7.948). This difference was also statistically 
significant (Z = 0.003, p = 0.003). This result 
means that men are more likely to use communi-
cation strategies based on rivalry, irony, sarcasm, 
or verbal aggression.

6.	Results discussion

Although some of the hypotheses (H1 and H2) 
proposed by the author were not confirmed, there is 
an interesting interpretation of the obtained results. 
Researchers describe a certain paradox of empathy – 
one that has both positive and negative consequences. 
According to Batson (2011), empathy is associated 
with greater involvement in others’ problems, which 
can lead to “emotional overload” and burnout. Em-
pathic people often absorb others’ emotions, which 
can negatively affect their well-being. According 
to research by Eisenberg et al. (2020), excessive en-
gagement with others’ emotions can lead to mental 
exhaustion. In the context of empathic communica-
tion, this means that people who are heavily involved 
in others’ emotions may feel more stress and fatigue. 
They may also excessively analyze and worry about 
the situation, affecting their well-being. According to 
the pro-social cost theory (Perez and Riggio, 2019), 
engaging in helping and emotional support can lead 
to sacrificing one’s own needs, which can result in 
reduced well-being. People who display high empathic 
communication may neglect their own emotions, 
needs, and rest, leading to mental exhaustion. An in-
teresting explanation for the obtained research results 
may also be the specificity of the research group. If the 
study had been conducted on people working in 
helping professions (e.g., psychologists, doctors, and 
teachers), they might have experienced the negative 
effects of empathy more often. However, the study’s 
author has no insight into the occupations performed 
by the respondents. Although the results obtained 
do not support the accepted hypothesis, they are 
consistent with the empathy, emotion regulation, and 
pro-social cost theories in the literature. According 
to these theories, empathy can be both a resource and 
a burden, depending on how it is experienced and 
how emotions are regulated. According to research 
by Eisenberg and Strayer (2001) and Deci and Ryan 
(2000), highly empathetic individuals often prior-
itize the needs of others over their own. This may 
lead to self-neglect and prioritizing the emotions of 
others over their own. People with high empathic 
communication levels are more likely to compare 
themselves to others, making them more likely to 
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view themselves critically, be concerned about others’ 
opinions, and perceive their imperfections (Neff, 
2011; Lopez-Correa et al., 2020). Highly empathic 
people also tend to focus on others’ emotions and 
problems, causing them to downplay their own needs 
and achievements. Simultaneously, people with high 
empathy may take too much responsibility for others’ 
emotions, and when their efforts do not have a pos-
itive result, they experience failure. Such action can 
lead to decreased self-esteem and self-acceptance 
and burnout (Figley, 2002). Empathy is essential 
for interpersonal relationships but can be associated 
with lower self-acceptance if it is not accompanied 
by the ability to self-care.

The hypotheses confirmed in the presented re-
search (H3, H4) are also confirmed in other pa-
pers. Batson (2011) indicates that the ability to 
understand and empathize with others’ emotions 
enhances interpersonal relationship quality. Em-
pathic communication increases trust and closeness. 
People who can actively listen and understand the 
perspectives of others build deeper and more satis-
fying relationships (Davis, 1983). Higher empathy 
levels reduce conflicts – empathic communication 
allows for effective dispute resolution, as it allows 
you to notice the other person’s emotions and needs 
(Rogers, 1951). It also promotes mutual support – 
people with higher empathy are more likely to engage 
in pro-social behavior, which has a positive impact 
on relationships (Eisenberg et al., 2020). Goleman’s 
(1995) research indicates that people with high 
emotional intelligence – and therefore also able to 
empathize – perform better in social interactions. 
Their relationships are more harmonious because 
they can adapt their communication style to the 
speaker’s emotions and needs. The author’s research 
included people in partner relationships – therefore, 
the expected relationship between empathic com-
munication and relationships. This interpretation is 
consistent with empathy, attachment, and emotional 
intelligence theories. This means that developing 
empathetic skills can positively affect the relation-
ship quality, but the ability to regulate one’s own 
emotions should also be nurtured. According to 
Batson’s (2011) empathy theory, women are more 
likely to react in epmathetic way, which may result 

from biological and social factors. Eisenberg and 
Fabes’ (1998) research indicates that women are more 
likely to engage in pro-social behavior and recognize 
and regulate emotions better in interpersonal inter-
actions. Moreover, according to gender role theory 
(Eagly, 1987), women are often socialized in ways 
that promote empathy and caregiving, which may be 
reflected in their communication style. Research by 
Olweus (1993) indicates that men are more likely to 
engage in verbal aggression as a form of expressing 
frustration or achieving dominance. Gender role 
theory (Bem, 1981) suggests that men are socially 
conditioned to engage in more assertive and some-
times aggressive communication forms. Research 
by Cross and Madson (1997) indicates that men 
are more likely to focus on individualistic behavior, 
which may lead to less empathy and greater use of 
deprecating communication.

7.	Theoretical and practical 
implications

Based on the conducted research and the analyz-
ed literature, several important conclusions can be 
drawn, not only for researchers studying commu-
nication in interpersonal relationships but also for 
practitioners working with patients. Firstly, there is 
a clear need for further research into the potential 
negative impact of empathy on the human psyche 
to describe its effects and potential consequences 
for the individual. Another conclusion drawn is the 
need for education children and their parents about 
emotions and interpersonal relationships. Special 
emphasis should be placed on learning to protect 
one’s well-being and to skillfully set boundaries in 
relationships, as being an empathetic person can be 
aggravating. It i salso a crucial to Foster self-compas-
sion and empathy toward oneself, so that partners 
can become more emotionally self-aware and better 
equipped to build fulfilling relationships. The final 
conclusion is the need to focus on boys and men to 
cultivate empathetic communication from an early 
age. To this end, it is essential to educate partnts 
and caregivers about emotional development an 
relationship skills.
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8.	Future research directions

The conducted research inspires further exploration. 
It should be expanded to verify other internal and 
external factors that can influence communication 
and well-being in close emotional relationships. Un-
derstanding these factors is crucial, as it can contribute 
to better comprehension of relationship dynamics and 
at least the appropriate therapeutic interventions used 
in therapy. Future studies should consider individuals’ 
empathy levels, personality traits and temperamen-

tal characteristics. From a research perspective, it 
would also be valuable to examine attachment styles 
within romantic partnerships. Further exploration 
into the distinct types of empathy and the role of 
self-compassion is recommended. Qualitative studies 
could provide a more nuanced understanding of the 
personal determinants of empathic communication. 
Additionally, it would be worthwhile to investigate the 
long-term effects of different communication styles 
on relationship stability and to explore the origins of 
gender differences in communication patterns.
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Abstract: Introduction: Numerous studies show that good social relationships, including formalised and informal intimate relationships, are important for 
the quality of life. Personal resources of partners and mature communication are necessary for relationships to be satisfactory, those result from interpersonal 
commitment and allow for building an authentic dialogue between partners. The presented study aimed to check whether interpersonal commitment 
(understood as the desire but also the compulsion to remain in a relationship), is associated with personal resilience (defined as the potential to present 
resourcefulness through available internal and external resources) and life satisfaction. Method: The study was conducted on 115 women and men via the 
Internet by sending Internet users a link to access an electronic form. The study included people in a close formalised or informal relationship. The study 
used Commitment Inventory, the Lifespan Individual Resilience Scale (LIRS) and the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS). Results: The results of the analysis 
indicate that there is a statistically significant relationship between the levels of personal resilience and commitment as dedication (r = .45; p < .001) and as 
constraint commitment (r = .29; p = .002), as well as between life satisfaction and commitment as dedication (r = .50; p < .001) and constraint commitment 
(r = .33; p < .001). It was also proven that various aspects of interpersonal commitment in an intimate relationship (bond with the partner, importance of the 
relationship and concern for the partner’s well-being) act as mediators in the relationship between resilience and life satisfaction, which explains the significant 
role of interpersonal commitment for the quality of life. Conclusions: The study results indicate that interpersonal commitment in an intimate relationship 
plays a mediating role in the relationship between resilience and satisfaction. The discussed topics may be used in preventive and psychotherapeutic work 
with couples and marriages, especially in a crisis.
Keywords: interpersonal commitment, intimate relationships, life satisfaction, personal resilience

1.	Introduction

Family life, including marital, fiancé or cohabitation 
relationships, is a space in which many needs and 
desires may be fulfilled, but also a sphere of misunder-
standings, conflicts and even violence. Observing the 
crisis in the durability of marital relationships (CSO, 
2024), psychologists are looking for factors that could 
have a protective function in the face of numerous 
relationship breakdowns, including divorce. It seems 
that a desirable situation is an arrangement in which 
the individual feels that he or she wants, but also 
needs, to stay in the relationship ( Janicka, Szymczak, 

2017), but do people feel satisfaction with their lives 
in such a situation? Everyone has resources, one of 
which is personal resilience, which involves, among 
other things, a willingness to draw on the support 
they have from those close to them. Research reports 
the importance of secure attachment for marital re-
lationship satisfaction (Mohd et al., 2023; Shafique, 
2023), but we still know little about the relevance of 
resilience, understood in this way, for interpersonal 
engagement and, consequently, for life satisfaction. 
In the study under review, it was decided to verify the 
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relevance of interpersonal commitment in an intimate 
relationship to the relationship of personal resilience 
and life satisfaction, using mediation analysis.

The rationale for carrying out research precisely 
on this topic is the fact of the great importance 
of intimate relationships for human psychological 
functioning. Close contact with other people is 
an integral part of everyday life and is necessary 
for the proper social functioning of the individual. 
Interpersonal relationships are considered one of 
the most important factors that give life meaning 
(Adler et al., 2007). Already in 1967, Holmes and 
Rahe (1967) published the Life Stress Scale, accord-
ing to which the most stressful event in a person’s 
life is the death of a spouse. Lindemann (1944) and 
Parkes (1970) found that the loss of a loved one is 
associated with a change in social status, the way of 
life so far, and economic stability. If the life changes 
associated with separation, the end of a relationship, 
are associated with a whole range of losses (impaired 
childcare, loss of intimacy and support, economic 
status), such an event is associated with experiencing 
high levels of stress and a sense of reduced quality 
of life. This may be an acknowledgement of the 
importance of intimate life for life satisfaction, as 
also reported in other publications (cf. Edwards, 
2006; Misztela et al, 2023; Krämer et al, 2024; Sun 
et al, 2024). The second argument that justifies the 
implementation of our research refers to the CSO 
report (2024) mentioned in the introduction, which 
shows a significant decrease in marriages contracted 
after 2020, but also a slightly decreasing number of 
divorces, which consequently increases the gap be-
tween marriages contracted and dissolved in favour 
of the latter. These statistics refer not only to divorces 
but also to situations of death of spouses, but it is 
frightening to think that in 2020 nearly 100,000 
more marriages were dissolved than were concluded. 
Probably the circumstances of the pandemic were 
not insignificant here, but this trend is noted to 
continue in 2023, meaning that fewer marriages are 
still being formed than are being dissolved. There are, 
of course, also couples who, despite the lack of satis-
faction in the intimate relationship, do not leave the 
relationship, even if they would like to. On the one 
hand, such a situation can build up a sense of being 

‘trapped in the relationship’, but on the other hand, 
it does not necessarily forecast unfavourably at all, 
as surviving the crisis and resolving the conflict can 
be integrative for the marriage ( Janicka, Szymczak, 
2017). Dissolving marriages going forward should be 
of concern especially when couples do not attempt 
to communicate, seek compromise, resolve conflict, 
and perhaps somewhat hastily and prematurely give 
up on each other. Interpersonal commitment, which 
is therefore the opposite of marital dissolution, can 
therefore be important for life satisfaction.

Interpersonal commitment is the process of build-
ing and strengthening relationships in long-term 
relationships such as fiancé, marriage or cohabita-
tion. According to Beck (2000), commitment can 
be full (I have confidence in the permanence of the 
relationship) or incomplete (my marriage may break 
down because my parents are divorced, besides, 
quite a few people around me have also experienced 
marriage breakdown). Interpersonal commitment is 
described differently by other researchers, pointing to 
its three dimensions (personal, moral and structural 
commitment) ( Johnson et al., 1999). The construct 
of interpersonal commitment consists of a bond with 
one’s partner and the importance of the relationship, 
which together reflect a desire to be with one’s partner 
(commitment results in a sense of creating a certain 
wholeness with one’s partner, in which it is the part-
ners who act for the benefit of the relationship being 
created), and a concern for one’s partner’s well-being, 
which involves a sense of obligation to remain in the 
relationship due to external (e.g. having children, 
family pressure, shared home) or internal (e.g. re-
ligious and moral issues) compulsions (Rhoades et 
al., 2009). The need to stay in a relationship comes 
at several psychological costs to the individual and 
can lead to a variety of solutions (e.g. being stuck in 
a relationship that does not bring full happiness). 
In general, however, research reports that marital 
commitment as well as family support play a role in 
marital satisfaction in couples (Lioe, 2023; Owen et 
al., 2011), which is related to the investment model 
in which interpersonal commitment is, among other 
things, a function of life satisfaction (Schoebi et al., 
2012), but the commitment dimension remains the 
weakest predictor of relationship satisfaction.
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Psychological resilience is also not insignificant 
to the quality of a couple’s relationship. It has been 
understood variously in science, ranging from the 
concept of the trait as “an adaptive personal trait 
resilient to stress” (Ahern et al, 2008, p. 32), through 
“a dynamic process influenced by both neuronal and 
psychological self-organisation, as well as transactions 
between the ecological context and the developing 
organism” (Curtis, Cicchetti, 2007, p. 811), or as 
an outcome or “a class of phenomena characterised 
by good performance despite serious threats “to 
adaptation or development” (Masten, 2001, p. 228). 
Resilience can be spoken of when two elements are 
present: adversity (i.e. a high-risk or threatening situ-
ation) and successful adaptation/competence (Luthar 
et al, 2000; Masten, 2001; Schilling, 2008). Adversity 
is assessed based on negative life circumstances and 
adaptation is defined as the successful performance 
of age-related developmental tasks (Schilling, 2008).

Resilience is also captured as a construct responsi-
ble for: “the potential to demonstrate resourcefulness 
by using available internal and external resources in 
response to contextual and developmental changes” 
(Pooley, Cohen, 2010, p. 34). In this sense, resilience is 
the awareness of one’s resources, the resources of one’s 
environment and the recognition of one and the other 
as potential in one’s life (Hobfoll, 1989). It is a strong 
personal capacity that continuously grows, develops 
and survives in the face of situational crises (Chmitorz 
et al., 2018). It draws on adaptive patterns to overcome 
difficulties and evaluates them. Thus, it is a predictor of 
improved psychological well-being because it positively 
correlates with life satisfaction and negatively with 
neuroticism (Liu, Wang, 2010). Resilience contributes 
to psychological well-being because it always uses emo-
tional intelligence. This resource is a source of increasing 
motivation for feelings of well-being; this provides 
the space for optimal adjustment even in situations of 
frightening threats (Hidalgo et al., 2010).

Research indicates that individuals exhibiting high 
levels of resilience show tolerance of negative emotions 
and setbacks, which, in a crisis, can protect partners 
from separation (Semmer, 2006). These individuals are 
more likely to engage with other people, including their 
immediate family (Connor, 2006). Research also points 
to the importance of resilience for positively creating 

and maintaining satisfying social bonds (Heszen, Sęk, 
2007; cf. Ogińska-Bulik, Juczynski, 2008). Accord-
ing to previous research, resilience is also one of the 
factors influencing the level of overall life satisfaction 
(Ogińska-Bulik, 2014). Individuals characterised by 
high levels of resilience are more positive about life 
and are characterised by emotional stability, which 
undoubtedly fosters constructive relationships with 
the environment.

In view of the difficulties that modern relation-
ships may experience and their not inconsiderable 
importance for human well-being, it is reasonable to 
take interpersonal commitment and resilience into 
account for the assessment of the life satisfaction of 
people forming relationships.

2.	Own study

2.1.	 Purpose of the study

The aim of the study was to examine whether levels 
of interpersonal commitment are associated with 
personal resilience and life satisfaction among people 
in relationships and to determine whether levels of 
commitment differentiate respondents’ life satis-
faction and levels of resilience. The dimensions of 
interpersonal commitment were assumed to mediate 
between the level of resilience and life satisfaction of 
the subjects. Based on the literature, it was hypoth-
esised that high life satisfaction is fostered by high 
levels of commitment and high resilience.

2.2.	 Procedure

The survey was conducted online by sending out 
a link to Internet users to access an electronic form. 
Participants in the survey included people in a close 
formalised or non-formalised relationship. A snowball 
method was used. The survey was conducted based 
on the guidelines of the International Testing Com-
mission (ITC, 2005). The subjects were informed 
that participation in the study was voluntary, the 
questionnaires were anonymous, and information 
was provided about the possibility of withdrawing 
from the study at any time.

38 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

D. Suwalska-Barancewicz, N. Pilarska, K. Komorowska



2.3.	 Characteristics of the study group

A total of 115 participants took part in the study 
(mean age 34.19; SD = 8.73; women represented 
86.95% of the total respondents and men 13.04%). 
The majority of the respondents had a university 
degree (67.82%), 32 had a secondary education 
(27.83%) and 5 had a vocational education (4.35%). 
The vast majority of respondents (65.22%) came from 
large cities (more than 100,000 inhabitants), 19.13% 
of respondents lived in smaller cities, and the least 
– 15.65% – lived in rural areas. Almost 65% of the 
respondents were married (79.88%), single women 
accounted for 30.44% of the total respondents and 
fiancées were 6.09% (Table 1).

2.4.	 Study variables and how they were measured

2.4.1.	 Dependent variable

A questionnaire method was used in the study. 
To measure the dependent variable satisfaction with 
life, the Satisfaction with Life Scale adapted by Zyg-
fryd Juczyński (2001) was used, which determines the 
respondents’ level of satisfaction with their current 
life situation. The adaptation of the Satisfaction 
with Life Scale used contains 5 statements to which 
the respondents are to assign points from 1 to 7, 
where 1 means “I completely disagree” and 7 means 
“I completely agree”. The sum of the scores assigned 
to all statements represents the respondent’s level of 
life satisfaction. The reliability index of the SWLS 
(Cronbach’s alpha) established in a survey of 371 
people was found to be satisfactory (.81). The stability 
of the measure diagnosed on a sample of 30 people 
6 weeks apart is .86.

2.4.2.	 Independent variables

The Interpersonal Commitment Questionnaire (KZI, 
Commitment Inventory) in both its original version 
(Stanley, Markman, 1992) and its Polish adaptation 
( Janicka, Szymczak, 2017) is used to measure the 
interpersonal commitment variable, which is designed 
to measure relationship assessment and, above all, to 
predict relationship permanence. The tool consists 

of 19 statements to which the subject responds on 
a 7-point scale (1 – strongly disagree; 7 – strongly 
agree). The method measures three components 
of commitment: the bond with the partner, the 
importance of the relationship (these two factors 
correspond to the desire to stay in the relationship, 
the commitment to the partner) and the concern for 
the well-being of the partner (this factor reflects the 
compulsion, the duty to stay in the relationship, it is 
the commitments that limit or even prevent leaving 
the partner).

The partner bond factor (I want to be with my 
partner/partner) is made up of 11 items that relate 
to emotional closeness, honouring commitments 
made, making sacrifices for the partner, treating 
the partner as the most important, attractive and 
necessary person in one’s life, as well as being satis-
fied with living together with the partner and not 
seeking alternative relationships. The relationship 

Table 1. Characteristics of respondents: distribution 
of numbers and percentage distribution of 
sociodemographic variables in the study sample

Variable Number Percentage

Education

Professional 5 4.35

Medium 32 27.83

Higher 78 67.82

Place of residence

Village 18 15.65

City with up to 100,000 
inhabitants

22 19.13

City of between 100,000 
and 500,000 inhabitants

55 47.83

City with more than 500,000 
inhabitants

20 17.39

Marital status

Miss/relative 35 30.43

Married 79 68.70

Divorced 1 0.87

Form of relationship

I am in a stable relationship 
and live with my partner

34 29.56

I am in my fiancé’s period of 
engagement, but I do not live 
with my fiancé

7 6.09

I am married 74 64.35

Source: own elaboration
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importance factor (I want to stay in the relationship) 
consists of 5 statements that refer to taking the re-
lationship seriously and prioritising it, considering 
the relationship with the partner in future life plans 
and maintaining it even in the face of difficulties, as 
well as interdependence and partnership togetherness 
(“we” instead of “I” and “you”).

The last factor concerns for the wellbeing of the 
partner (I must/should stay in the relationship) 
includes 3 items, indicating a sense of being stuck, 
trapped in the relationship (e.g. “I would not be able 
to bear the pain it would cause my partner/my partner 
if I left”, “I would feel guilty/guilty of ‘ruining’ my 
partner’s/my partner’s life if I ended the relationship”).

The Interpersonal Commitment Questionnaire has 
satisfactory internal reliability as measured by the 
alpha-Cronbach coefficient and is as follows: for the 
factor Tie to Partner .89, for the factor Relationship 
Iportance .71 and for the factor Concern for Partner’s 
Wellbeing .76.

The Lifespan Individual Resilience Scale(pl) 
(LIRS(pl)) was used to measure the second variable, 
personal resilience. It is a self-report tool consisting 
of 12 statements assigned to three subscales, corre-
sponding to the three components of resilience–
personal resources (‘I achieve what I set out to do’), 
family support (‘My family is a source of strength for 
me’) and peer support (‘I feel a strong bond with my 
friends’). It is used to measure resilience, captured as 
a construct responsible for: “the potential to demon-
strate resourcefulness by using available internal 
and external resources in response to contextual 
and developmental changes” (Pooley, Cohen, 2010, 
p. 34). The respondent responds to the statements on 
a 7-point scale (1-strongly disagree, 7-strongly agree). 
Testing with the tool allows for an overall resilience 
score as well as a score for individual subscales.

The reliability of the individual scales of the 
tool as measured by Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is 
satisfactory and is for personal resources (.85), for 
family support (.93) and for peer support (.94). Tem-
poral stability, estimated using Pearson’s correlation 
coefficient, based on two measurements obtained 4 
weeks apart, was as follows: personal resources – .84, 
family support – .93, peer support – .90 (Malina, 
Pooley, Harms, 2016).

3.	Results

The r-Pearson correlation coefficient and regression 
analysis were used to verify the relationships between 
variables assumed in the research model. Statistical 
analyses began with descriptive statistics of the study 
variables (Table 2). Calculations were performed 
using the statistical software Statistica 13.0.

3.1.	 Relationship between personal resilience 
and life satisfaction and commitment as 
devotion (bond with partner and rela-
tionship importance) and as compulsion 
(concern for partner’s wellbeing)

As a first step, we proceeded to determine the rela-
tionship between personal resilience, life satisfaction 
perceived by the partners and commitment under-
stood as devotion and as coercion. For this pur-
pose, the r-Pearson correlation coefficient was used. 
The distribution of the variables followed a normal 
distribution or was close to it, so parametric statistics 
were used (Table 3.).

The results of the statistical analysis indicate that 
there is a statistically significant relationship between 
the level of personal resilience and involvement as 
devotion (r = .45; p < .001) and as compulsion 
(r = .29; p = .002), and between life satisfaction 
and involvement as devotion (r = .50; p < .001) 
and compulsion (r = .33; p < .001). The higher the 
respondents’ level of resilience and life satisfaction, 
the higher their level of commitment.

3.2.	 Relationship between dimensions of 
interpersonal commitment and personal 
resilience and life satisfaction

In the next step, the relationships between the in-
dividual dimensions of interpersonal engagement 
and life satisfaction and resilience were estimated 
(Table 4).

The results of the statistical analysis indicate 
that there is a significant relationship between the 
individual dimensions of interpersonal commitment 
and life satisfaction (bonding with partner r = .47; 
p < .001; relationship importance r = .54; p < .001; 
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concern for partner’s well-being r = .33; p < .001) 
and between dimensions of interpersonal engagement 
(bond with partner r = .40; p < .001; relationship 
importance r = .53; p < .001; concern for partner’s 
well-being r = .29; p < .001) and level of personal 
resilience. The higher the respondents’ level of inter-
personal commitment, the higher their level of life 
satisfaction and the higher their level of resilience.

3.3.	 Interpersonal commitment as a me-
diator in the relationship between 
personal resilience and life satisfaction 
of the subjects

The next analyses presented are concerned with 
determining the role of interpersonal engagement 
as a mediator between the respondents’ levels of 
personal resilience and their life satisfaction. To do 
this, it was first necessary to test the significance of 
the relationships between:

a.	 level of resilience and level of interpersonal com-
mitment,

b.	 level of interpersonal commitment and life sat-
isfaction,

c.	 level of resilience versus life satisfaction,
d.	 Recognising the significance of the above rela-

tionships will allow interpersonal commitment 
to be included in the analysis of the relationship 
between personal resilience and life satisfaction 
for those in relationships. If, in this setting, the 
interpersonal commitment variable shows a signif-
icant decrease in the beta index for the calculated 
relationship between the level of resilience and 
life satisfaction, we can speak of its mediating 
nature (C’; Figure 1).

A mediation analysis was performed according to the 
approach proposed by Baron and Kenny (1986) and 
supplemented by the Sobel test (1982).

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of the variables 
analyzed in the study

Descriptive statistics 

Variable N Average
Mini-
mum

Maxi-
mum

SD

Bond with your 
partner

115 61.70 12.00 77.00 11.95

Iportance of the 
relationship

115 29.30 5.00 35.00 5.47

Concern for your 
partner’s well-
being

115 16.54 3.00 21.00 4.30

Resources 115 23.98 13.00 28.00 3.21

Family 115 25.29 7.00 28.00 3.97

Friends 115 23.37 7.00 28.00 4.35

Total pressure 115 72.64 38.00 84.00 9.09

Satisfaction 
with life

115 26.31 13.00 35.00 4.87

Source: own elaboration

Table 3. Correlations between personal resilience and 
life satisfaction and engagement as dedication and as 
compulsion

Correlation coefficient 
r-Pearson N = 115 p < .05

Variable Dedication Compulsion

Personal resilience
.45 .29

p < .001 p = .002

Satisfaction with life
.50 .33

p < .001 p = < .001

Source: own elaboration

Table 4. Correlations between dimensions of 
interpersonal engagement and personal resilience 
and life satisfaction

Correlation coefficient 
r-Pearson N = 115 p < .05

Variable
Satisfaction 

with life
Resilience

Relationship with your 
partner

.47 .40

p < .001 p < .001

Iportance of the 
relationship

.54 .53

p < .001 p < .001

Concern for your 
partner’s well-being

.33 .29

p < .001 p = .002

Source: own elaboration
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3.4.	 Concern for partner’s well-being as 
a mediator in the relationship between 
personal resilience and life satisfaction 
of the subjects

In the first stage of mediation analyses, the follow-
ing variables were taken as: independent variable 
-level of resilience; mediator – concern for partner’s 
wellbeing; and dependent variable – life satisfaction. 
A direct relationship was confirmed between the 
independent variable–level of resilience and the 
mediator–concern for partner/partner’s wellbeing 
(A). As predicted, the higher the respondents’ level of 
resilience, the higher their level of concern for their 
partner’s/partner’s wellbeing (β = .29; p < .001); 
F(1.113) = 10.27; p < .001; R2 = .08. The model 
explains only 8% of the variance in the dependent 
variable. This is a rather low value, suggesting that the 
model is not a particularly good fit for the data. In the 
context of social or psychological research, however, 
such values are acceptable if the phenomenon under 
study is complex and depends on multiple factors 
(Predictive Solutions, 2024).

In the second step of the analysis, the significance 
of the relationship between the mediator (concern 
for partner/partner’s wellbeing) and the dependent 
variable (life satisfaction, B) was tested. Again, the 
relationship was found to be significant: the higher 
the level of concern for partner/partner’s wellbeing in 

the subjects, the higher their level of overall life satis-
faction was also (β = .34; p < .001), F(1.113) = 14.20 
p < .001; R2 = .10. The model still explains a relatively 
small proportion of the variance (10%).

The third step of the mediation analysis was to 
determine the relationship between the independent 
variable (level of resilience) and the dependent varia-
ble (life satisfaction, C). It turned out that the higher 
the level of resilience characterised the respond-
ents, the higher their life satisfaction was (β = .56; 
p < .001). The regression model tested appeared to fit 
the data well F(1,113) = 51.52; p < .001; R2 = .31.

Finally, when both the independent variable and 
the mediator were included in the model tested, the 
role of the independent variable in the prediction 
weakened (β = .51; p < .001), while the mediator 
remained in a significant relationship with the de-
pendent variable (β = .19; p = .02), F(2.112) = 29.58; 
p < .001, R2 = .35. The Sobel test was 2.21; p = .027. 
Here we have a partial mediation of concern for part-
ner/partner’s well-being, as the result of the Sobel 
test is statistically significant and the β value in the 
regression of the independent variable on the de-
pendent variable with the mediator is weakened 
(β = .56 -> β = .51). Thus, it can be inferred that 
concern for the well-being of the partner/partner is 
a significant mediator of the relationship between 
the respondents’ level of resilience and their life 
satisfaction: the higher the level of resilience char-
acterises the respondents, the higher their level of 
life satisfaction, with the contribution of a high 
level of concern for the well-being of the partner/
partner (Figure 2).

3.5.	 The bond with the partner as a mediator 
in the relationship between personal 
resilience and life satisfaction of the 
respondents

In the next step of the mediation analyses, the 
independent variable – level of resilience, the 
mediator – bond with partner/partner and the 
dependent variable–life satisfaction were taken 
as: the independent variable – level of resilience, 
the mediator–bond with partner/partner and the 
dependent variable–life satisfaction. A direct rela-

Interpersonal engagement [M].
• concern for your partner's well-being
• bond with your partner
• validity of the relationship

A B

C

C’

Resilience
[X]

Satisfaction 
with life

[Y]

Figure 1: A diagram of the relationship between the 
independent variable (level of resilience) and the depend-
ent variable (life satisfaction) via a mediating variable 
(interpersonal engagement) - the sought-after mediator 
of the relationship between variable X and variable Y. 
Baron and Kenny’s approach.
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tionship was confirmed between the independent 
variable – level of resilience and the mediator–bond 
with partner/partner (A). As predicted, the higher 
the respondents’ level of resilience, the higher their 
level of bonding with their partner/partner was 
(β = .40; p < .001). The regression model tested was 
found to fit the data on average F(1.113) = 21.33; 
p < .001; R2 = .15. The independent variable ex-
plained a significant but not dominant part of the 
variance in the dependent variable.

In the second step of the analysis, the significance 
of the relationship between the mediator (bond 
with partner/partner) and the dependent variable 
(life satisfaction, B) was tested. Again, the relation-
ship proved to be significant: the higher the level of 
bonding with the partner/partner in the subjects, 
the higher their level of overall life satisfaction was 
also (β = .47; p < .001) – the model was a moderate 
fit to the data F(1.113) = 31.45 p < .001; R2 = .21.

The third step of the mediation analysis was to 
determine the relationship between the independent 
variable (level of resilience) and the dependent varia-
ble (life satisfaction, C). It turned out that the higher 
the level of resilience characterised the respond-
ents, the higher their life satisfaction was (β = .56; 
p < .001). The regression model tested appeared to fit 
the data well F(1,113) = 51.52; p < .001; R2 = .31.

Finally, when both the independent variable and 
the mediator were included in the model tested, the 
role of the independent variable in prediction weak-
ened (β = .44; p < .001), while the mediator remained 
in a significant relationship with the dependent var-
iable (β = .29; p < .001) F(2.112) = 34.87; p < .001, 
R2 = 0.37. Sobel’s test was 3.33; p < 0.001. Here we 
have a partial mediation of the bond with the partner/
partner, as the result of Sobel’s test is statistically 
significant and the β value in the regression of the 
independent variable on the dependent variable with 
the mediator is weakened (β = .55 -> β = .44). Thus, 
it can be deduced that the bond with the partner/
partner is a significant mediator of the relationship 
between the respondents’ level of resilience and their 
life satisfaction: the higher the level of resilience 
characterises the respondents, the higher their level 
of life satisfaction, with the participation of a high 
level of bond with the partner/partner (Figure 3).

A
β= 0.29

B
β= 0.34

C
β= 0.56

C’
β= 0.51

Concern for your partner's 
well-being

Personal 
resilience

Satisfaction 
with life

[Y]

Figure 2: A diagram of the mediating role of concern 
for partner/partner well-being between respondents’ 
level of resilience and their life satisfaction (***p < .001).

A
β= 0.40

B
β= 0.47

C
β= 0.56

C’
β= 0.44

Relationship 
with partner

Satisfaction 
with life

[Y]

Personal 
resilience

Figure 3: A diagram of the mediating role of partner/
partner bonding between respondents’ level of resilience 
and their life satisfaction (***p < .001).

A
β= 0.53

B
β= 0.54

C
β= 0.56

C’
β= 0.38

Relationship importance

Satisfaction 
with life

[Y]

Personal 
resilience

Figure 4: A diagram of the mediating role of relationship 
importance and respondents’ level of resilience and life 
satisfaction (***p < .001).
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3.6.	 Relationship importance as a mediator 
in the relationship between personal re-
silience and respondents’ life satisfaction

When analysing the importance of the last dimension 
of interpersonal commitment – relationship impor-
tance – in the first stage of the mediation analyses, the 
following variables were used: independent variable – 
level of resilience, mediator – relationship importance 
and dependent variable – life satisfaction. A direct 
relationship between the independent variable – level 
of resilience and the mediator – relationship impor-
tance (A) was confirmed. As predicted, the higher the 
respondents’ level of resilience, the more important 
their relationship was to them (β = .53; p < .001). 
The regression model tested proved to be a good fit 
to the data F(1.113) = 43.26; p < .001; R2 = .28.

In the second step of the analysis, the significance 
of the relationship between the mediator (relation-
ship importance) and the dependent variable (life 
satisfaction, B) was tested. Again, the relationship 
was found to be significant: the more important the 
relationship was for the subjects, the higher their 
level of overall life satisfaction was also (β = .54; 
p < .001) – the model was a good fit to the data 
F(1.113) = 45.62; p < .001; R2 = .29.

The third step of the mediation analysis was to 
determine the relationship between the independent 
variable (level of resilience) and the dependent varia-
ble (life satisfaction, C). It turned out that the higher 
the level of resilience characterised the respond-
ents, the higher their life satisfaction was (β = .56; 
p < .001). The regression model tested appeared to fit 
the data well F(1,113) = 51.52; p < .001; R2 = .31.

Finally, when both the independent variable and 
the mediator were included in the model tested, 
the role of the independent variable in prediction 
weakened (β = .38; p < .001), while the mediator 
remained in a significant relationship with the de-
pendent variable (β = .33; p < .001) F(2.112) = 36.41; 
p < .001, R2 = 0.39. Sobel’s test was 2.80; p < 0.005. 
Here we have a partial mediation of the importance of 
the relationship, as the result of Sobel’s test is statisti-
cally significant and the β value in the regression of 
the independent variable on the dependent variable 
with the mediator is weakened (β = .56 -> β = .38) 

Thus, it can be deduced that relationship importance 
is a significant mediator of the relationship between 
the level of resilience of the subjects and their life 
satisfaction: the higher the level of resilience char-
acterises the subjects, the higher their level of life 
satisfaction, with the contribution of high relation-
ship importance (Figure 4).

4.	Discussion

Functioning in a relationship involves a wide range 
of difficulties that may arise in the partners’ lives 
together. The studies conducted show that concern 
for the well-being of the partner/partner is an 
important mediator of the relationship between 
the respondents’ level of resilience and their life 
satisfaction: the higher the level of resilience char-
acterised the respondents, the higher their level of 
life satisfaction, with the contribution of a high 
level of concern for the wellbeing of the partner/
partner. Studies report that an increase in personal 
resources (e.g. resilience) predicted increased life 
satisfaction and reduced depressive symptoms 
(Fredrickson et al., 2008). High levels of resilience 
reduce levels of loss and increase feelings of gain in 
life. An optimistic attitude towards life, as well as 
mobilising in difficult situations, is a resource before 
experiencing losses in terms of family life, economic 
and political issues. Women also experience more 
gains in the areas of power and prestige (2022), 
thus confirming the buffering nature of resilience 
in terms of difficult life situations and stress (Fre-
drikson, 2001; Ritter et al., 1987). The preoccupa-
tion with the partner’s well-being (I must/should 
stay in the relationship) is undoubtedly related to 
feelings of apprehension in the relationship due to 
the awareness of the negative consequences that 
the partner would experience from leaving (the 
feeling of ruining the other person’s life, through 
material difficulties, deterioration of the relation-
ship with the children). And although, on the one 
hand, the compulsion to stay in the relationship 
is not an ideal situation, in the perception of the 
partners/partners, it can ultimately create a more 
beneficial solution for the relationship. The fact of 
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experiencing evaluation by family and friends is in 
this case a universal factor in favour of remaining 
in the relationship ( Janicka, Szymczak, 2017).

Individuals characterised by high levels of resil-
ience are more positive about life, are more personally 
stable, and build positive relationships with their 
environment. They are consistent in their actions 
and persistent in pursuing their goals. They mobi-
lise themselves in crisis and cope better with illness 
(Florek et al., 2024). They show tolerance of neg-
ative emotions and setbacks, which in a crisis can 
protect partners from separation (Semmer, 2006; 
Talik, 2022) and this can be of great importance in 
a crisis, the difficulties experienced in a relationship. 
Partners can treat difficult situations as challenges and 
tasks to be accomplished, thus they can experience 
positive emotions rather than depressive states or 
the feeling that they are losing something valuable 
in their lives. Joseph and Linely (2006) show that 
intellectual functioning, cognitive flexibility, social 
support, positive self-image, ability to manage emo-
tions, positive emotions, spirituality, active stress 
management, toughness, optimism, and hope, are 
all related to resilience. Abolghasemi and Varaniyab 
(2010) showed that mental resilience predicted in-
creased life satisfaction in students in both success and 
failure situations. Similarly, Haddadi and Besharat 
(2010) showed that resilience was positively related 
to psychological well-being and negatively related 
to psychological distress, depression and anxiety. 
The results of our study seem to correspond with the 
cited results obtained by other researchers.

The bond with the partner (I want to be with 
my partner/partner) is about emotional bonding, 
keeping commitments made, closeness, dedication 
to him/her, and treating him/her as the most impor-
tant person. This can make alternative relationships 
not worthwhile or attractive enough to form a new 
relationship ( Janicka, Szymczak, 2017). They are 
also a resource to cope with potential difficulties and 
opportunities to build, to acquire other resources that 
create a high quality of life. In our study, the bond 
with the partner/partner is an important mediator 
of the relationship between the level of resilience 
of the respondents and their life satisfaction: the 
higher the level of resilience characterises the re-

spondents, the higher their level of life satisfaction, 
with the contribution of a high level of bond with 
the partner/partner.

Relationship importance – another dimension 
of interpersonal commitment was also found to be 
a significant mediator of the relationship between 
respondents’ level of resilience and their life satisfac-
tion: the higher the level of resilience characterised by 
respondents, the higher their level of life satisfaction, 
with the contribution of high relationship impor-
tance. The feeling of relationship importance is the 
result of appreciating the value of the relationship, 
as well as the result of working on it together. Resil-
ience in this view, because it is also associated with 
flourishing, signifies the individual’s optimum range 
of functioning. It also means a sense of goodness, hap-
piness, satisfaction and a higher level of functioning. 
Generativity, on the other hand, expresses itself in the 
form of an expanded repertoire of thought and action, 
growth through the building up of lasting personal 
and social resources (Fredrickson, Losada, 2005), 
which undoubtedly contributes to the building up 
of lasting relationships, including a sense of relation-
ship importance. The above, therefore, reveals a very 
important social mechanism, in which we see that for 
the sake of high levels of life satisfaction, high rates 
of interpersonal commitment should also be taken 
care of, as they confirmed the mediating nature of 
the constructed research model.

The presented research has some limitations. 
One concerns the limited generalizability of the 
research results to the entire population. The narrow 
possibility of generalising the results is also deter-
mined by the purposeful selection of people to the 
study group – people who were in a relationship. 
Conducting research in a better-structured group, 
including a larger number of people in different forms 
of relationships and at different developmental peri-
ods (which would also mean exploring relationships 
with extensive dynamics of change), could provide 
more precise information on the nature of the part-
ners’ relationship, its quality and the complexity of 
its determinants.

The majority of participants in the study were 
women, with higher education and residence in large 
cities predominating. In future research, it would 
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be worthwhile to pay more attention to a similar 
proportion of respondents and more diversity in 
terms of education or place of residence. Paying more 
attention in future research to the specificity of the 
cultural context of couples would provide important 
data on the relationship between partners with differ-
ent socialisations. Consequently, it can be expected 
that studies of couples reflecting greater diversity in 
age, ethnicity, education and relationship history 
may transfer new findings that can be generalised 
( Jarnecke, South, 2013; Weigel, 2008).

Another limitation concerns the self-reported, 
correlational nature of the research. It would be val-
uable for future research to consider the possibility 
of using different measurement methods to obtain 
more reliable results, as well as to conduct studies that 
would indicate the structure of causal relationships 
and the impact of specific variables on the quality of 
partners’ functioning in the relationship. However, 
the ethical principles governing psychologists seem 
to exclude the possibility of experimental research 
in the sphere of intimate relationships.

In future research, it would be worthwhile to 
include in the area of exploration other variables that 
may prove to be relevant to the quality of partners’ 
functioning and its importance for overall life satis-
faction. One of these could be the personality of the 
partners (Robins i in., 2000; Rostowski, 1987) and 
the similarity of the partners in terms of personality. 
The literature also indicates that partner relationship 
satisfaction (Suwalska-Barancewicz, 2016), as well 
as the performance of parental functions (Bakie-
ra, 2013), the way of coping with stress, control of 

emotions (Półtorak, 2013), bonding with the child 
(Bielawska-Batorowicz, 2006), attachment style 
(Plopa, 2005), and the quality of communication 
between partners (Suwalska-Barancewicz, Malina, 
2018) are important for satisfactory ratings of life 
satisfaction. In the area of the search for determinants 
of the functioning of the dyad, it is additionally 
possible to take into account external conditions 
relevant to the partner relationship, such as, for 
example, the housing situation of the couple (e.g. 
living with the parents of either spouse), the division 
of household chores and the way they are carried out 
(including consideration of the impact of the use 
of electronics on marital satisfaction), since, as the 
specialist literature indicates, these are potentially 
conflictogenic factors that can modify the partners’ 
relationship and the quality of their functioning 
(Brannon, 2002). Despite the numerous limitations 
of the study, it should be emphasised that the subject 
matter discussed can have numerous applications in 
preventive and psychotherapeutic work, as it details 
the components of interpersonal commitment and 
shows its importance for life satisfaction.

The research presented here represents just one 
of many avenues for exploring close relationships in 
terms of relationship commitment, personal resilience 
and perceived life satisfaction. In future research, it 
would be worthwhile to try to explore even more 
factors, which could deepen the understanding of 
the quality of close relationships. The results pre-
sented here may provide a starting point for further 
questions and exploration in this area of social life, 
such as close relationships.
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Heszen-Celińska, I. Sęk, H. (2020). Psychologia zdrowia. Warsza-
wa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe PWN.

Holmes, T.H., Rahe, R.H. (1967). The Social Readjustment Rating 
Scale. Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 11(2), 213-218. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/0022-3999(67)90010-4

Hidalgo, J.L.T., Bravo, B.N., Martínez, I.P., Pretel, F.A., Postigo, J.M., 
Rabadán, F.E. (2010). Psychological well-being, assessment 
tools and related factors. Psychological Well Being, 77-113.

Hobffol, S., E. (1989). Conservation of resources: A new attempt 
at conceptualizing stress. American Psychologist, 44(3), 
513-534. https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.44.3.513

International Test Commission. (2005). International guidelines 
on computer-based and internet delivered testing. (From:) 
https://practest.com.pl/files/ITC_Stosowanie_testow.pdf

Janicka, I., Szymczak, W. (2017). Kwestionariusz Zaangażowania 
Interpersonalnego – polska adaptacja metody. Polskie 
Forum Psychologiczne, 20(2), 205-218.

Jarnecke, A.M., South, S.C. (2013). Attachment orientations as 
mediators in the intergenerational transmission of marital 
satisfaction. Journal of Family Psychology, 27(4), 550-559.

Johnson, M.P., Caughlin, J.P., Huston, T.L. (1999). The tripartite 
nature of marital commitment: Personal, moral, and struc-
tural reasons to stay married. Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 61, 160-177.

Joseph, S., Linely, P., A. (2006). Growth following adversity: 
theoretical perspective and implications for clinical practice. 
Clinical Psychology Review, 26, 1041-1053.

Juczyński, Z. (2009). Narzędzia pomiaru w promocji i psychologii 
zdrowia. Warszawa: Pracownia Testów Psychologicznych.

Komorowska, K. (2022). Wybrane psychospołeczne uwarun-
kowania samooceny zysków i strat zasobów osobistych 
oraz oceny natężenia stresu u kobiet w okresie po urodze-
niu dziecka. Polskie Forum Psychologiczne, 27(1) 81-100. 
https://doi.org/10.34767/PFP.2022.01.05

Krämer, M.D., Rohrer, J.M., Lucas, R.E., & Richter, D. (2024). 
Life events and life satisfaction: Estimating effects 
of multiple life events in combined models. Euro-
pean Journal of Personality, 39(1), 3-23. https://doi.
org/10.1177/08902070241231017

Li, Z.-S., Hasson, F. (2020). Resilience, stress, and psychological 
well-being in nursing students: A systematic review. Nurse 
Education Today, 90, 104440. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
nedt.2020.104440

Lindemann, E. (1994). Symptomatology and management of 
acute grief. American Journal of Psychiatry, 151(6), 155. 
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.151.6.155

Liu, Y., Wang, Z.-H., Li, Z.-G. (2012). Affective mediators of the 
influence of neuroticism and resilience on life satisfaction. 
Personality & Individual Differences, 52(7), 833– 838. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2012.01.017

Lioe, A.L. (2023). The role of marital commitment and family 
support for marital satisfaction in childless couples. Edu-
vest: Journal of Universal Studies, 3(1), 1-8. https://doi.
org/10.36418/eduvest.v3i1.712

Luthar, S.S., Cicchetti, D., Becker, B. (2000). The construct of 
resilience: A critical evaluation and guidelines for future 
work. Child Development, 71, 543-562.

Macedo, T., Wilheim, L., Gonçalves, R., Freire Coutinho, E.S., 
Vilete, L., Figueira, I., Ventura, P. (2014). Building resilience 
for future adversity: a systematic review of interventions 
in non-clinical samples of adults. BMC Psychiatry, 14(1), 
227-234. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-014-0227-6

Magnano, P., Craparo, G., Paolillo, A. (2016). Resilience and emo-
tional intelligence: Which role in achievement motivation. 
International Journal of Psychological Research, 9(1), 9-20. 
https://doi.org/10.21500/20112084.2096

Malina, A., Pooley, J.A., Harms, C. (2016). Skala Osobistej 
Adaptacyjności – polska adaptacja Lifespan Individual 
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Attachment styles, body image and sexual communication 
as predictors of sexual satisfaction in young men: 
A serial mediation model1
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Abstract: The aim of the present study was to identify the psychological mechanisms that mediate the relationship between attachment style and sexual 
satisfaction among young men in romantic relationships. Based on a review of the literature, a serial mediation model was proposed in which body image 
and sexual communication serve as mediators. The study included 187 men aged between 19 and 32 years (M = 26; SD = 7.26). Standardized psychometric 
instruments were used to assess attachment style, body image attitudes, sexual communication self-efficacy, and overall sexual satisfaction. Results revealed 
that secure attachment was positively associated with sexual satisfaction, and this effect was fully mediated by a more positive body image and higher sexual 
communication efficacy. For the anxious-ambivalent attachment style, a full serial mediation was observed: individuals with high attachment anxiety tended 
to exhibit a more negative body image, which reduced their openness in sexual communication and, in turn, was linked to lower sexual satisfaction. In the 
case of avoidant attachment, a partial mediation was identified: the negative impact of avoidant attachment on sexual satisfaction was primarily explained by 
reduced sexual communication efficacy, with a weaker but still significant link to body image. These findings highlight the importance of complex psycho-
logical mechanisms that connect early attachment patterns with the quality of adult sexual functioning. The results also point to the relevance of therapeutic 
interventions aimed at enhancing body image and developing sexual communication skills among men with insecure attachment styles.
Keywords: attachment styles, body image, sexual communication, sexual satisfaction

Introduction

Sexual quality of life constitutes a significant com-
ponent of an individual’s overall psychological and 
physical well-being, as well as a key factor influencing 
the stability and durability of romantic relation-
ships (Gómez-López et al., 2019). Contemporary 
research on intimacy and relationships indicates 
that sexual satisfaction plays an important role not 
only in a person’s subjective sense of fulfillment but 
also in the quality of the partner bond, levels of 
commitment, emotional closeness, and frequency 
of sexual encounters (Yech et al., 2006). Individuals 
reporting high levels of sexual satisfaction are more 
likely to evaluate their relationships as fulfilling and 
characterized by greater empathy, trust, and mutual 
support (Alsop et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, sexual satisfaction is associated with 
general mental health – lower levels of stress, higher 
self-esteem, and better emotional regulation (Carcedo 
et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2022; Zayed et al., 2020).

Sexual satisfaction is most commonly defined 
as a subjective evaluation of one’s sexual life, en-
compassing both emotional and physical aspects 
(Sánchez-Fuentes et al., 2014). It may include ele-
ments such as pleasure derived from sexual activity, 
a sense of fulfillment, compatibility with a partner 
regarding needs and preferences, as well as levels 
of communication and intimacy (Barker, 2005; 
Shahhosseini et al., 2014). In a more contemporary 
approach, Pascoal et al. (2014) propose that sexual 
satisfaction reflects a positive assessment of one’s 
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sexual experience, resulting from the comparison 
between expectations and actual experiences. Thus, 
it is a multidimensional construct shaped by both 
individual and relational factors. In today’s context 
of increasing societal openness towards sexuality, 
interest in the psychological determinants of sat-
isfying intimate lives is also growing. Nevertheless, 
many factors influencing sexual satisfaction remain 
under-researched – particularly regarding their in-
terrelations and underlying mechanisms.

One of the key factors determining the quality 
of intimate relationships, including sexual life, is at-
tachment style – a psychological disposition formed 
in early childhood that shapes the perception of 
oneself and others in close relationships (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2019). Attachment theory posits that expe-
riences with caregivers form internal working models 
that influence expectations regarding interpersonal 
relationships in adulthood. The primary attachment 
styles are secure, anxious-ambivalent, and avoidant 
(Thompson & Simpson, 2019). Individuals with 
a secure attachment style tend to exhibit greater open-
ness to intimacy, better communication skills, and 
effective emotional regulation – all of which translate 
into higher levels of sexual satisfaction (Gagné et 
al., 2021). Conversely, individuals with an anxious 
attachment style often experience an intense need for 
closeness coupled with a fear of rejection, which may 
result in an excessive focus on sexuality as a source of 
self-worth validation (Lafortun et al., 2021; Santona 
et al., 2022). Those with an avoidant attachment style 
are more likely to distance themselves emotionally 
and physically, showing tendencies to avoid sexual 
contact or disengage from the relational aspects of 
sexuality (Constant et al., 2021).

Another key psychological factor influencing 
sexual functioning is body image, defined as the 
subjective evaluation of one’s physical appearance, 
encompassing cognitive, emotional, and behavio-
ral components (Cash, 2002; Pujols et al., 2010). 
A positive body image is associated with greater 
self-acceptance, confidence, and openness to sexual 
expression. In contrast, a negative body image can 
lead to feelings of shame, lowered self-esteem, and 
avoidance of physical intimacy, which may hinder 
the development of satisfying intimate relationships 

(Wiseman & Moradi, 2010). However, body image 
does not exist in isolation from other personality 
traits – attachment patterns play a significant role in 
shaping it. Research shows that individuals with a se-
cure attachment style are more likely to demonstrate 
higher levels of body acceptance, a stronger sense of 
self-worth, and greater resistance to societal pressure 
concerning physical appearance (Laporta-Herrero et 
al., 2022). On the other hand, individuals with an 
anxious attachment style tend to be more vulnerable 
to negative self-evaluation regarding their appear-
ance, react more strongly to rejection, and are more 
frequently dissatisfied with their bodies, which may 
contribute to decreased comfort in sexual interac-
tions. Avoidant attachment, by contrast, is linked to 
a tendency to distance oneself from emotional and 
bodily experiences, which may result in indifference 
or even aversion to physicality as a source of closeness 
and intimacy (Bonev & Matanova, 2021; Cash et 
al., 2004). Accordingly, body image may serve as an 
important mediating factor between attachment 
style and the quality of sexual functioning within 
a relationship.

Sexual communication – understood as the ability 
to openly and authentically express needs, boundaries, 
desires, and emotions related to intimacy – is one of 
the key factors affecting the quality of sexual life in 
close relationships (Widman et al., 2021; Mallory, 
2022). It includes discussions of sexual preferenc-
es, frequency of encounters, as well as concerns, 
fears, and fantasies. Effective communication in 
this domain fosters greater partner understanding, 
increased responsiveness to one another’s needs, and 
the development of an atmosphere of mutual trust 
and emotional safety (Noar et al., 2006; Moazami, 
2023). Two primary types of sexual communica-
tion are typically distinguished: instrumental and 
expressive (affective) communication. Instrumental 
communication relates to specific, functional as-
pects of sexual life – such as preferences regarding 
techniques, timing, frequency, or protection. It is 
more task-oriented and focused on the physical as-
pects of sexuality. Expressive communication, on the 
other hand, involves the articulation of emotions 
connected to sexuality – such as desire, shame, joy, 
fears, or the need for closeness (Gauvi & Merwin, 
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2022; Rancourt et al., 2016). Both instrumental and 
expressive communication are significantly linked to 
sexual satisfaction, although they influence it through 
different mechanisms. Instrumental communication 
facilitates better sexual compatibility and reduc-
es frustration, whereas expressive communication 
deepens emotional intimacy and fosters a sense of 
security within the relationship. A lack of either 
form of communication can lead to reduced sexual 
satisfaction, misunderstandings of partner needs, and 
growing tension in the relationship (Séguin, 2024).

Attachment style can also impact the quality of 
sexual communication. Individuals with an anxious 
attachment style often exhibit a strong need for 
approval and validation from their partner, while 
simultaneously fearing rejection (Li & Chan, 2012). 
In the context of sexuality, this may result in hesi-
tation or inhibition in freely expressing personal 
preferences and desires. Disclosing sexual needs 
may be perceived as risky due to the potential for 
partner disapproval, which is interpreted as a threat 
to the emotional bond (Barnes et al., 2017; Davis et 
al., 2006). Conversely, individuals with an avoidant 
attachment style tend to distance themselves from 
excessive emotional closeness. This distancing ex-
tends to the sexual sphere as well – manifesting in 
difficulties with open, intimate communication and 
the tendency to avoid discussions about sexual needs 
(McNeil et al., 2018).

Despite growing interest in the psychological 
dimensions of sexuality, most existing studies have 
focused on analyzing individual variables that in-
fluence sexual satisfaction, such as attachment style, 
body image, or sexual communication. Few studies 
have integrated these factors into comprehensive 
explanatory models that account for both direct 
and indirect mechanisms of influence. Therefore, 
the aim of the present study is to empirically test 
a serial mediation model in which attachment style 
influences sexual satisfaction through body image and 
sexual communication – in that specific sequence. 
It is hypothesized that individuals with a secure 
attachment style will demonstrate a more positive 

body image, which facilitates greater openness in 
discussing sexuality, ultimately leading to higher 
levels of sexual satisfaction. Conversely, individuals 
with insecure attachment styles – both anxious and 
avoidant – may experience difficulties in accepting 
their own bodies and expressing sexual needs freely, 
which may, in turn, contribute to lower sexual sat-
isfaction. Analyzing such a model enables a more 
nuanced understanding of the psychological inter-
dependencies and the identification of mediating 
mechanisms linking attachment patterns to sexual 
functioning in close relationships.

Research Hypotheses

H1.	 Attachment style is significantly associated 
with the level of sexual satisfaction among 
young men in romantic relationships. In-
dividuals with a secure attachment style are 
expected to report higher sexual satisfaction 
compared to those with anxious or avoidant 
attachment styles.

H2.	 The relationship between attachment style 
and sexual satisfaction is mediated by body 
image. A secure attachment style is hypoth-
esized to be associated with a more positive 
body image, which in turn predicts greater 
sexual satisfaction.

H3.	 The relationship between body image and 
sexual satisfaction is mediated by sexual com-
munication. Individuals with a more positive 
body image are expected to exhibit greater 
openness in sexual communication, which 
will translate into higher sexual satisfaction.

H4.	 The proposed model includes a significant 
serial mediation effect: 

	 Attachment Style → Body Image → Sexual 
Communication → Sexual Satisfaction. 

	 The effect of attachment style on sexual sat-
isfaction is fully or partially mediated by 
body image and sexual communication, in 
the specified order.
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1.	Methodology

1.1.	 Procedure and Participants

The study was quantitative, cross-sectional, and 
anonymous, with the aim of examining the rela-
tionships between attachment style, body image, 
sexual communication, and sexual satisfaction in 
men. Informed consent was obtained online after 
participants reviewed the participant information 
sheet. They were informed about the voluntary na-
ture of their participation, their right to withdraw 
at any time, and the confidentiality of their data. 
The questionnaires were administered via an online 
survey created using Google Forms, and the average 
completion time was approximately 15-20 minutes. 
To minimize order effects, the sequence of psycho-
metric instruments was randomized. The first part 
of the survey included sociodemographic questions 
(e.g., age, relationship duration, level of education), 
followed by four standardized instruments: the At-
tachment Styles Questionnaire (ASQ), the Body 
Attitudes Test (BAT), the Sexual Communication 
Self-Efficacy Scale (SCSES), and the Sexual Satis-
faction Scale (SSS).

The study sample consisted of 187 heterosex-
ual men aged between 19 and 33 years (M = 26, 
SD = 7.26), all of whom were in romantic relationships 
lasting at least three months at the time of participation. 
The majority of participants had completed higher 
education (53.2%) or secondary education (37.8%), 
while 9% reported having vocational or primary ed-
ucation. The average self-reported duration of the 
current relationship was 4.2 years (SD = 2.8).

1.2.	 Instruments

1.2.1.	 Attachment Styles

Attachment style was measured using the Attachment 
Styles Questionnaire (ASQ) developed by Plopa 
(2008), a tool designed to assess attachment pat-
terns in adults within the context of romantic rela-
tionships. The questionnaire is based on Bowlby’s 
(1969) attachment theory and its extensions to adult 
romantic relationships by Hazan and Shaver (1987). 

It allows for classification into three main attachment 
styles: secure, avoidant, and anxious-ambivalent. 
The ASQ comprises 24 diagnostic items grouped 
into three separate subscales corresponding to each 
style. Sample items address emotional closeness, 
the need for intimacy, and tendencies to avoid de-
pendence. Participants respond on a 7-point Likert 
scale (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). 
Raw subscale scores are converted into standardized 
scores (sten scores), allowing for interpretation of 
attachment style intensity. The tool demonstrates 
high psychometric reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha 
values of 0.85 (secure), 0.78 (anxious-ambivalent), 
and 0.79 (avoidant), indicating strong internal con-
sistency. The ASQ is widely used in research on 
romantic relationships, emotional functioning, and 
interpersonal communication.

1.2.2.	 Body Image

Body image was assessed using the Body Attitudes 
Test (BAT) by Ben-Tovim and Walker (1991), in 
the Polish adaptation by Brytek-Matera and Probst 
(2014). Originally developed for populations with 
eating disorders, the BAT is also effectively used in 
non-clinical samples to evaluate subjective percep-
tions of one’s body and cognitive-emotional atti-
tudes toward physical appearance. The questionnaire 
consists of 20 items covering three core dimensions: 
1) Emotional detachment from the body – difficulties 
in accepting one’s physicality and emotional distance 
from one’s own body; 2) General dissatisfaction with 
appearance – negative evaluations of appearance, 
often associated with emotions such as shame, frus-
tration, or aversion; 3) Overestimation of body size 
– the tendency to perceive oneself as larger than in 
reality. Participants respond on a 6-point Likert scale 
(0 = never to 5 = always). Higher scores indicate 
stronger negative attitudes toward the body. The BAT 
has demonstrated solid psychometric properties and 
is commonly used in studies on body image and its 
relationship with emotional and relational function-
ing. This study used only the general dissatisfaction 
with appearance subscale, considered most relevant 
to overall body satisfaction and acceptance in the 
context of physical intimacy.
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1.2.3.	 Sexual Communication

Sexual communication self-efficacy was measured 
using the Sexual Communication Self-Efficacy Scale 
(SCSES; Quinn-Nilas et al., 2016), in the Polish 
adaptation by Liberacka-Dwojak and Wiłkość-Dęb-
czyńska (2024). Initially developed for adolescents, 
the tool has also shown strong validity and reliability 
in adult samples, making it suitable for general popu-
lation research. The SCSES consists of 20 items rated 
on a 4-point Likert scale (1 = not at all confident to 
4 = very confident), measuring perceived communi-
cation efficacy across five domains: 1) Contraception 
communication – confidence in discussing contracep-
tion methods, family planning, and decisions related 

to the use or change of contraceptives; 2) Negative 
sexual communication – ability to express disinterest, 
discomfort, or dissatisfaction with sexual experiences; 
3) Positive sexual communication – confidence in ex-
pressing desires, preferences, and providing positive 
feedback; 4) Discussion of sexual history – comfort in 
discussing past sexual experiences, previous partners, 
STI testing, and related information; 5) Condom 
negotiation – confidence in initiating conversations 
about condom use, handling partner resistance, and 
promoting safe sex practices. Higher scores reflect 
greater sexual communication self-efficacy, which 
has been linked to increased relationship satisfaction, 
better sexual health, and enhanced emotional and 

Table 1. �Means, Standard Deviations, Shapiro–Wilk Test results, and Pearson correlations among the studied variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 W P

1. Secure Attachment Style 23.26 4.23 - 96 0.52

2. Anxious Attachment Style 26.32 8.02 -0.12 - 96 0.46

3. Avoidant Attachment Style 23.53 4.92 -0.23** 0.22* - 97 0.25

4. Body Image (Negative) 12.24 4.98 -0.36* 0.42*** 0.19* - 96 0.35

5. Sexual Communication 26.16 6.96 0.31** -0.35* -0.34** -0.27* - 99 0.97

6. Sexual Satisfaction 42.23 8.06 0.41*** -0.34** -0.26** -0.19* 0.29** - 98 0.55

1. Secure Attachment Style; 2. Anxious Attachment Style; 3. Avoidant Attachment Style; 4. Body Image (Negative); 5. Sexual Com-
munication; 6. Sexual Satisfaction; *M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation; **p < .001

Figure 1. Theoretical serial mediation model in which body image and sexual communication mediate the relation-
ship between attachment style and sexual satisfaction

Body Image Sexual Communication

Attachment Styles Sexual Satisfaction

d21

C

a2

a1 b2

b1

(c) Direct effect of attachment style on sexual satisfaction (prior to including mediators). (a₁, b₁) Indirect effect of attachment style 
on sexual satisfaction through body image. (a₂, b₂) Indirect effect of attachment style on sexual satisfaction through sexual com-
munication. (a₁, d₂₁, b₂) Indirect effect in a serial mediation model, where attachment style influences body image, which in turn 
affects sexual communication, which then impacts sexual satisfaction. (c’) Direct effect of attachment style on sexual satisfaction 
after accounting for both mediators: body image and sexual communication.
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psychological well-being. In the present study, the 
Polish version of the SCSES was used, demonstrat-
ing high reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81.

1.2.4.	 Sexual Satisfaction

Sexual satisfaction was assessed using the Sexual 
Satisfaction Scale for Women (SSS-W; Meston & Trap-
nell, 2005), adapted into Polish by Janowski and 
Czyżykowska (2013). Although originally designed 
for female respondents, the Polish version has been 
successfully applied in studies involving male par-
ticipants, confirming its versatility for use in general 
populations. The SSS-W includes 30 items rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 
5 = strongly agree), with higher scores indicating 
greater sexual satisfaction. The scale measures five 
dimensions of sexual functioning within relational 
and emotional contexts: 1) Contentment – overall 
pleasure and emotional fulfillment derived from 
sexual activity; 2) Communication – openness and 
readiness to express sexual needs, desires, and pref-
erences; 3) Compatibility – subjective sense of sexual 
compatibility with the partner, both physically and 
emotionally; 4) Relational concerns – the influence 
of relationship quality and emotional dynamics on 
sexual satisfaction; 5) Personal distress – individual 
tension, dissatisfaction, or anxiety related to one’s 
sexual life. The tool has been positively evaluated 
for validity and reliability. In this study, the full 
scale demonstrated high internal consistency, with 
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86.

2.	Data Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM 
SPSS Statistics (version 26) and the PROCESS macro 
v4.2 by Hayes (2013). To test the serial mediation 
model, Model 6 in the PROCESS macro was applied, 
which allows for the simultaneous inclusion of two 
mediators in a specified sequence. Attachment style 
was treated as the independent variable (X), body 
image as the first mediator (M1), sexual commu-
nication as the second mediator (M2), and sexual 
satisfaction as the dependent variable (Y). Indirect 

effects were assessed using a bootstrapping procedure 
with 5,000 resamples (Hayes & Rockwood, 2020). 
Indirect effects were considered statistically significant 
if the 95% confidence interval (CI) did not include 
zero. The analysis included three indirect paths:

a.	 Indirect effect 1: attachment style → body image 
→ sexual satisfaction,

b.	 Indirect effect 2: attachment style → sexual com-
munication → sexual satisfaction,

c.	 Indirect effect 3 (serial): attachment style → 
body image → sexual communication → sexual 
satisfaction.

Additionally, the direct effect and the total effect of 
attachment style on sexual satisfaction were calcu-
lated. Pearson correlations were computed to assess 
basic associations between variables, followed by 
a mediation regression analysis. Prior to conducting 
the main analyses, data quality checks were per-
formed, including an assessment of missing data, 
variable distributions, outliers, and normality tests. 
In cases of significant deviations from normality, 
appropriate transformations or robust statistical 
methods were applied.

3.	Results

3.1.	 Correlational Analysis

Pearson correlation analysis revealed a number of 
significant associations among the psychological 
variables examined. A secure attachment style was 
positively correlated with both sexual communication 
(r = .31, p < .01) and sexual satisfaction (r = .41, 
p < .001), and negatively correlated with negative 
body image (r = -.36, p < .05). Anxious attachment 
style showed a positive correlation with negative body 
image (r = .42, p < .001), and negative correlations 
with sexual communication (r = -.34, p < .05) and 
sexual satisfaction (r = -.34, p < .01). Avoidant at-
tachment style was negatively correlated with sexual 
communication (r = -.35, p < .01) and sexual satis-
faction (r = -.26, p < .01), and positively associated 
with negative body image (r = .19, p < .05). Negative 
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body image was significantly negatively correlated 
with both sexual communication (r = -.27, p < .05) 
and sexual satisfaction (r = -.19, p < .05). Moreover, 
sexual communication was significantly positively 
associated with sexual satisfaction (r = .29, p < .01).

3.2.	 Mediation Analysis

3.2.1.	 Secure Attachment as Independent 
Variable

The serial mediation model with secure attachment 
as the independent variable, body image (M1), and 
sexual communication (M2) as mediators, and 
sexual satisfaction as the dependent variable, was 
statistically significant, F(3, 246) = 42.31, p < .001, 
explaining 38% of the variance in sexual satisfac-
tion (R² = .38). The total effect of secure attach-
ment on sexual satisfaction was significant (c = .41, 
SE = .08, t = 5.12, p < .001). Secure attachment 
significantly predicted a more positive body image 
(a₁ = .36, SE = .07, t = 5.29, p < .001), which in 
turn positively predicted sexual communication 
(d₂₁ = .31, SE = .06, t = 5.17, p < .001). Both body 
image (b₁ = .18, SE = .06, t = 3.33, p = .001) and 
sexual communication (b₂ = .36, SE = .05, t = 6.80, 
p < .001) significantly predicted sexual satisfaction. 
After including the mediators, the direct effect of 
secure attachment became non-significant (c’ = .11, 
SE = .07, t = 1.57, p = .118),indicating full mediation. 
The indirect effect through the serial pathway (secure 
attachment → body image → sexual communication 
→ sexual satisfaction) was significant (b = .044, 95% 
CI [.023, .068]).

3.2.2.	 Anxious Attachment as Independent 
Variable

The model with anxious attachment as the independ-
ent variable, body image and sexual communication 
as mediators, was also significant, F(3, 246) = 44.88, 
p < .001, explaining 41% of the variance in sexual 
satisfaction (R² = .41). The total effect of anxious 
attachment on sexual satisfaction was significant 
and negative (c = -.47, SE = .07, t = -6.71, p < .001). 
Anxious attachment significantly predicted a more 

negative body image (a₁ = -.40, SE = .06, t = -6.62, 
p < .001), and body image negatively predicted sex-
ual communication (d₂₁ = .28, SE = .05, t = 5.60, 
p < .001). Both body image (b₁ = .19, SE = .05, 
t = 3.56, p < .001) and sexual communication 
(b₂ = .36, SE = .05, t = 7.45, p < .001) were positively 
associated with sexual satisfaction. After accounting 
for the mediators, the direct effect of anxious attach-
ment became non-significant (c’ = -.09, SE = .06, 
t = –1.52, p = .130), indicating full serial mediation. 
The indirect effect through body image and sexual 
communication was significant (b = -.051, 95% CI 
[-.084, -.027]).

3.2.3.	 Avoidant Attachment as Independent 
Variable

The third model, with avoidant attachment as the 
independent variable, and body image and sexual 
communication as mediators, was also significant, 
F(3, 246) = 39.72, p = .001, explaining 31% of the 
variance in sexual satisfaction (R² = .31). The total 
effect of avoidant attachment was significant (c = -.43, 
SE = .07, t = -6.14, p < .001). Avoidant attachment 
significantly predicted a more negative body image 
(a₁ = -.13, SE = .07, t = -3.34, p = .001), which was 
associated with lower sexual communication self-ef-
ficacy (d₂₁ = .26, SE = .05, t = 5.20, p < .001). Sexual 
communication was positively associated with sexual 
satisfaction (b₂ = .36, SE = .05, t = 7.20, p < .001), and 
body image was also a significant predictor (b₁ = .17, 
SE = .06, t = 2.83, p = .005). After including the 
mediators, the direct effect of avoidant attachment 
decreased but remained significant (c’ = -.19, SE = .06, 
t = -3.17, p = .002), indicating partial mediation. 
The serial indirect effect via body image and sexual 
communication was significant (b = -.027, 95% CI 
[-.049, -.013]).

4.	Discussion

The aim of the present study was to test a serial 
mediation model in which attachment style affects 
sexual satisfaction in men through two psychological 
mediators: body image and sexual communication. 
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The findings supported the proposed model, re-
vealing that the relationship between attachment 
and sexual satisfaction is more complex than simple 
correlational links suggest. Notably, the indirect ef-
fects differed depending on the specific attachment 
style, contributing meaningful insights to the field 
of psychological predictors of men’s intimate lives.

As hypothesized, secure attachment was signif-
icantly associated with higher sexual satisfaction, 
and this relationship was partly explained by a more 
positive body image and greater efficacy in sexual 
communication. This indicates that securely attached 
individuals not only experience greater emotion-
al closeness in relationships but also demonstrate 
stronger capacities for bodily self-reflection and sexual 
expression, contributing to a more fulfilling intimate 
life. These results are consistent with previous findings 
by Mikulincer and Shaver (2019), who emphasized 
that secure attachment fosters the development of 
stable self-esteem and emotional regulation within 
relational contexts. Such individuals are more in-
clined to openly communicate their needs, form 
trust-based, reciprocal relationships, and perceive 
their bodily experiences – including sexual ones – as 
positive and validating.

The positive body image observed in securely 
attached individuals may stem from early relationships 
with significant others that were generally supportive, 
accepting, and non-invasive regarding bodily bounda-
ries (Homan et al., 2018). In adulthood, this translates 
into greater comfort with one’s physicality, higher 
self-acceptance, and reduced susceptibility to societal 
pressures regarding physical appearance ( Jun et al., 
2011). This mindset fosters openness to physical and 
sexual intimacy without the experience of shame or 
threat. Furthermore, the high sexual communication 
efficacy observed in securely attached men appears to 
be a valuable relational resource, enabling effective 
boundary negotiation, expression of desires, and 
attunement to a partner’s needs.

For individuals with insecure attachment styles, 
the psychological pathways leading from attachment 
to sexual satisfaction varied according to dominant 
defensive and regulatory mechanisms. In the case of 
anxious-ambivalent attachment, body image played 
a central role – those with high attachment anxie-

ty were more likely to report dissatisfaction with 
their appearance, which negatively affected their 
psychosexual comfort and openness in sexual com-
munication. This suggests that the anxious style was 
not directly linked to sexual satisfaction; instead, its 
impact was mediated through body image dissatis-
faction, which in turn impaired the ability to openly 
express sexual needs and boundaries. According to 
attachment theory, anxiously attached individuals 
tend to be preoccupied with the need for acceptance 
while lacking a stable sense of self-worth (Pascoal 
et al., 2022). Negative body image may reflect this 
instability and the tendency to regulate self-worth 
through relationships.

The link between negative body image and lower 
sexual communication efficacy may be explained by 
the fact that individuals who feel ashamed of their 
appearance – especially in intimate contexts involving 
nudity or closeness – often avoid sexual situations or 
limit physical contact. They may also avoid talking 
about sex because the topic itself triggers discomfort. 
Studies show that individuals who are dissatisfied with 
their bodies experience greater difficulty initiating 
conversations about sexual needs and preferences (Wu 
& Zheng, 2021). Moreover, negative body image is 
strongly associated with low self-esteem and reduced 
confidence, including in relational and sexual contexts 
(Toussi & Shareh, 2019). Individuals with low body 
acceptance may not feel „worthy” of pleasure, care, 
or attention from their partners, which limits their 
ability to assertively communicate needs, boundaries, 
or sexual expectations. They may lack the belief that 
their needs are important and will be met positively. 
The discovery of full serial mediation for the anxious 
attachment style strengthens the theoretical basis 
of the model and underscores the importance of 
addressing body image and communication skills 
in psychotherapeutic interventions targeting men 
with high attachment anxiety.

In the case of avoidant attachment, the results 
also confirmed a significant link with reduced sexual 
communication quality. However, consistent with 
theoretical assumptions, the mechanism differed 
from that observed in anxious individuals. Those 
with high avoidance of intimacy tend to distance 
themselves from both emotional and physical close-
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ness with their partner. A strong preference for in-
dependence, emotional suppression, and difficulty 
in expressing feelings contribute to a tendency to 
avoid discussions about sexual needs, boundaries, 
or preferences – often viewing such conversations as 
unnecessary or even threatening. Expressive sexual 
communication, in particular, may be perceived 
by avoidant individuals as intrusive, as it requires 
emotional engagement and vulnerability, which 
contradicts their dominant strategies of avoiding 
dependence and controlling relational closeness 
(Brassard et al., 2015; Wu & Zheng, 2021).

This lack of openness to sexual dialogue does 
not necessarily stem from a lack of desire but rather 
from difficulties in identifying and communicating 
those desires. Avoidant individuals often suppress 
their own needs or downplay the importance of sex-
uality as a relational dimension, resulting in limited 
responsiveness to their partner. Significantly, in the 
case of avoidant attachment, the analysis revealed full 
mediation between attachment and sexual satisfac-
tion through sexual communication. This indicates 
that the level of intimacy avoidance was not directly 
related to sexual satisfaction but exerted its influ-
ence entirely via reduced communication efficacy. 
This finding reinforces the idea that the main barrier 
to satisfying sexual experiences among avoidantly 
attached individuals lies in their lack of openness and 
expressive capacity within the relationship.

In addition to the observed full mediation 
through sexual communication, the results also 
showed a significant association between avoidant 
attachment and more negative body image. Although 
this association was weaker than in the anxious group, 
it suggests that avoidant individuals – despite their 
apparent self-sufficiency and emotional detach-
ment – may also struggle with bodily self-accept-

ance. This could stem from suppressed discomfort 
with the body, which may be perceived as a source 
of dependency, shame, or potential judgment in 
relational contexts.

According to earlier research, avoidant individuals 
often disengage from bodily experiences not because 
they view them positively, but because they are emo-
tionally difficult or threatening (Cash et al., 2004; 
Mili & Raakhee, 2015). Thus, their dissatisfaction 
with the body may not always be conscious or overt, 
but rather operate as a latent source of internal tension 
that restricts sexual expression and intensifies com-
munication difficulties. Consequently, in avoidant 
individuals, body image and sexual communication 
may jointly contribute to decreased sexual satisfac-
tion, although sexual communication appears to play 
a more central mediating role. These individuals may 
simultaneously experience dissatisfaction with their 
bodies and avoid sexual conversations – thereby fail-
ing to build relational and sexual closeness effectively.

Overall, the findings confirm that body image 
and sexual communication function as key psy-
chological mechanisms mediating the relationship 
between attachment style and sexuality. However, 
the relative importance of each varies depending on 
the individual’s characteristics. These results have 
important practical implications. Understanding 
how attachment styles influence sexual life through 
body image and communication can inform psycho-
therapeutic interventions and educational programs 
in the field of sexual health. In particular, there is 
a need to support men with insecure attachment 
styles in developing sexual communication skills and 
cultivating a more positive relationship with their 
bodies. Working on these aspects may contribute to 
improving sexual and relational satisfaction, as well 
as overall psychological well-being.
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Abstract: The subject of the presented analyzes is communication and closeness versus sexual satisfaction among married people. The aim of the research 
was to check the connection between the independent variables–communication and closeness and the dependent variable – sexual satisfaction. 116 people 
were examined, aged from 20 to 63 years old, who have been married for between 1 month and 35 years. The Kaźmierczak and Plopa’s Communication in 
Marriage Questionnaire has been used for the measurements (2008), Ryś’s Marital Intimacy Scale (1998) and Plopa’s Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (2017). 
Communication in the areas of support and commitment shows a positive connection with sexual satisfaction in the areas of caressing, closeness and sex, 
while depreciation in the spouses’ communication shows a negative connection with sexual satisfaction. Emotional, intellectual and action-based closeness 
are also positively related to sexual satisfaction. Additionally, emotional and action-based closeness turned out to be mediators of the connection between 
communication and sexual satisfaction. The research results allow us to conclude that the spouses’ communication and closeness play an important role in 
their sexual satisfaction. The discussion on the mediating role of emotional and action-based closeness on the connection between communication and 
sexual satisfaction emphasizes the nonverbal nature of the above phenomena.
Keywords: marriage, communication, closeness, sexual satisfaction

1.	Introduction

Many scientists have attempted examination of the 
psychological determinants making marriage last 
longer. These determinants include, most notably, 
factors comprising elements of the resilience of the 
marital subsystem. This is so as resilience allows good 
functioning of an individual or group also under 
unfavourable conditions (Gąsior, 2014).

The paper investigates three areas of functioning 
of the marital relationship – communication, close-
ness, and sexual satisfaction. It has been assumed that 
those spheres, which oftentimes overlap, are interre-
lated. Braun-Gałkowska (2003, p. 15-16) includes 
as success conditions for marriage “the capacity to 
express feelings, affection, and care for closeness, 
including sexual closeness”, as well as “the capacity of 
correct communication”. In turn, Rostowski (1987, 
p. 275, cf. also Komorowska-Pudło, 2014) claims that 

“sexuality cannot be separated from other aspects of 
marital life, and so the emotional, intellectual, and 
cultural”. Żak-Łykus i Nawrat (2013) add that sexual 
functions only partially explain sexual satisfaction. 
The conducted studies checked whether there is 
a relationship between communication and sexual 
satisfaction and between closeness and sexual satis-
faction in spouses. In addition, the mediating role of 
closeness in the relationship between communication 
and sexual satisfaction was being verified.

1.1.	 Communication and sexual satisfaction

1.1.1.	 Communication in marriage

The leading representative of the systemic approach 
in psychology, Satir (2002, p. 56) claims that “com-
munication is the most powerful factor determining 
the type of relationships we have with others and our 
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own development”. As communication is the basic tool 
for the human being to establish relationships of all 
sorts (Weryszko, 2020a), it seems obvious that it also 
constitutes a fundamental set of elements comprising 
the family system, including marriage. The principles 
of effective expression, including marital expression, 
includes direct, immediate, clear, honest and support-
ive messages – those that allow closeness building 
(McKay et al., 2007). According to Eggerichs (2010), 
any negative factors leading to absence of satisfaction 
in marriage can be eliminated with high communi-
cation skills. Properly conducted communication is 
the tool fundamental for the marital relationship as 
it is a vehicle for the spouses’ expression, serves them 
to resolve conflicts, creates the air of dialogue, and 
builds a bond between the spouses. Many studies show 
that proper communication is also a factor facilitating 
relationship strength and quality (Chmielewska, 2019; 
Jankowska, 2016; Kurowska, Nikel, 2023, Orłowski, 
2018; Walęcka-Matyja, Szkudlarek, 2019; Weryszko, 
2020b). Nyarks and Hope (2023) argue that effective 
marital communication is key for every marriage to 
be successful and lasting. In turn, Lachowska (2022) 
points out to communication as a factor included in 
many models and concepts of family strengths.

1.1.2.	 Communication and spouses’ sexual 
satisfaction

McKay et al. (2007) discuss the myths that make it 
difficult for spouses to talk about sexual intercourse. 
The first one is the claim that the sexual act is so bio-
logical and natural that it should happen spontane-
ously. This leads to a conviction that this spontaneity 
is an expression of love and romance. As a result, the 
spouses cannot deal with difficulties appearing in their 
sex life. This is particularly true for spouses who have 
been together for a long time, who notice differences 
in their sexual needs. The spouses’ frustration or sense 
that their relationship should not exist. Another myth 
is that the spouses expect their partner to know how 
to satisfy their sexual needs. This way, they abandon 
responsibility for communicating their own needs 
and require of their partner the improbable ability 
to read minds and feelings. Yet another trap is the 
conviction that the knowledge of the partner’s sexual 

needs shows sensitivity and care. When the needs are 
not communicated, they are not satisfied and, in effect, 
the partner is labelled “insensitive” and “uncaring”. 
Conversations about sexual needs are often avoided 
because of spouses’ anxiety. They are afraid that they 
will be rejected or judged or that their partner will not 
be able to refuse, hence leading to compulsion. Another 
myth that blocks communication about sexual matters 
is the conviction that conflicts with the spouse are to 
be avoided. However, if problems are not brought to 
light, they will never be solved. Such anxiety may be 
related to negative experiences from the past and to the 
guilt of having needs. Absence of open communication 
about sex in the marital dyad increases the probability 
that the unsatisfied sexual needs will be expressed in 
indirect communication – blaming, withdrawal, or 
complaining. Repression of needs, thoughts, and 
feelings has a negative effect on the quality of, and 
ability to achieve, sexual satisfaction (ibidem).

MacNeil and Byers (2005, after: Liberacka-Dwo-
jak, Izdebski, 2021) claim that communication about 
sex develops along two pathways – instrumental and 
expressive. The former involves informing of one’s 
own sexual preferences, leading to better adapta-
tion of the partner’s sexual behaviours. This results 
in more pleasurable sexual experiences. The latter 
rests on the fact that sexual communication leads to 
the sense of deeper closeness between the partners, 
which results in better sex. The above researchers also 
point out that the effect of both pathways on sexual 
satisfaction is modified by many individual factors 
and relationship components.

In their Sexual Satisfaction Scale for Women, 
Meston and Trapnell (2005) include the sphere of 
communication, which includes communication be-
tween partners around sexual topics and disclosure of 
deep feelings or emotions. A survey conducted among 
Canadians has shown that “good sexual communication” 
is the best predictor for sexual satisfaction for all re-
spondents except for men above the age of 60 (ibidem) .

According to Liberacka-Dwojak & Izdebski 
(2021, p. 1), “open communication about sexuality 
in the relationship is one of the main components 
of close partnership relations. It is the basic factor 
guaranteeing sexual health and sexual satisfaction, 
and it is the key element allowing achievement of 
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sexual goals and need satisfaction”. The studies done 
by Komorowska-Pudło (2014) indicate that the level 
of sexual satisfaction rises as the quality of commu-
nication around support and involvement increases 
and depreciation decreases.

1.2.	 Closeness and sexual satisfaction

1.2.1.	 Definition of closeness

Ryś et al. (2019, p. 223) define closeness as two forces 
which balance out in every person’s life – towards “indi-
viduality” and “togetherness”. This is a type and manner 
of the spouses relating to each other, which changes 
dynamically. Chrost (2020, p. 64) claims that “the 
essence of closeness is authenticity, trust, and genuine 
feelings”. “There are three types of closeness: emotional 
(emotional plane), intellectual (cognitive plane) and 
action-oriented (aspirational plane). They are in a feed-
back relationship with one another (Ryś et al., 2019). 
Emotional closeness involves mutual care, affection 
and interest of the spouses (ibidem). It is assumed to 
include sharing of emotions, happy and sad feelings, 
joint experience of those feelings, and the sense of being 
understood. McKay et al. (2007, p. 47) argue that “the 
feelings shared with another person are the building 
blocks of closeness”. Emotional closeness also includes 
the spouses’ shared orientation to some values or ideas. 
It is expressed by showing affection, sensitivity, and em-
pathetic understanding towards the spouse. The closeness 
is developed by strengthening emotional ties between 
the spouses. Emotional closeness grants a sense of safety, 
acceptance, and support (Ryś et al., 2019).

The functioning of the spouses in the intellectual 
sphere is one of the factors by which they select their 
life partner – based on similarity (Ryś et al., 2019). 
Intellectual closeness involves exchange of thoughts 
insights, and experiences between the spouses, and 
becoming more and more like one another in the 
area of views and values. Deep intellectual closeness 
results in more efficient resolution of conflicts and 
treating the spouse as an equal. This type of closeness 
is possible only when the spouses resonate with each 
other, which in turn is an effect of proper communi-
cation, ability to listen, and acceptance of the other 
person (Chrost, 2020; Ryś et al., 2019).

The third type of closeness of aspirational close-
ness. It is important in achievement of the basic 
marital goals and tasks, but it is also vital in daily re-
sponsibilities and the spouses’ personal development. 
It involves joint striving, responsibility for the spouses’ 
actions, and facing difficulties (ibidem). The quality 
of their relationship improves when the spouses feel 
satisfaction from joint action, their expectations are 
concordant, they complement each other in their 
roles, and achieve joint goals (Szpakowski, 2016).

Close and intimate contact relies on openness, 
authentic feelings and mutual trust (Beisert, 2006). 
The feelings of closeness and understanding, as experi-
enced by the spouses, show their experience of intimacy 
(Plopa, 2011). Therefore, it is deemed that closeness is 
a fundamental part of the marital relationship (Ryś et 
al., 2019). Based on studies into closeness in marriage 
(Krawiec, 2018), marriages with high quality of relation-
ship, or deep closeness, have been identified. In moments 
of conflict, such marriages can separate the person from 
their behaviour; as a result, the value of a person (their 
own or their spouse’s) is never negated. The other person 
is still treated as a friend even if there is disagreement. 
Conflicts happen around facts and current issues, are 
resolved together, right after they emerge, and with 
respect for the spouse’s feelings and views, which builds 
stronger unity in the relationship (ibidem).

1.2.2.	 Sexual satisfaction 

Sexuality is seen as a key aspect of human life affected 
by complex factors, and as an integral part of each 
human being’s personality, which integral part must 
be developed for individual, interpersonal, and social 
well-being to happen (Kowalczyk, Lew-Starowicz, 
2017). According to Komorowska-Pudło (2014), 
sexuality is a special sphere of marital life.

Sexual satisfaction is most frequently shown as 
the partners’ subjective satisfaction with the quality 
of their sexual life (Freihart et al., 2020).

Beisert (2005) stresses the impact of biological 
determinants of sexual satisfaction. These are: (a) ability 
to experience sexual desires and striving for coitus; (b) 
ability to get sexually excited, which involves physi-
ological reactions of the body (lubrication, erection, 
ejaculation); (c) ability to experience orgasm.

62 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

M. Weryszko, K. Dąbrowska



Davis i in. (2006) have described three compo-
nents of sexual satisfaction:

	· Physical satisfaction – subjective experience of 
satisfaction and pleasure from sexual activity, 
evaluation of the partner’s sexual skill and phys-
ical satisfaction.

	· Emotional satisfaction – feelings towards the 
partner, which may involve anxiety, dilemmas 
and sexual uncertainty, but also evaluation of 
the relational satisfaction overall.

	· Control-derived satisfaction – evaluation of one’s 
own influence on the decision regarding the time, 
manner and possibility of sexual contacts.

Advancements in studies into sexual satisfaction led 
to it being seen as an element of the quality of life 
(Nomejko et al., 2012). The most recent studies show 
that high sexual satisfaction brings about numerous 
psychological, relational and health benefits, is linked 
particularly with improved sexual performance, 
reduced depression components, and improved 
quality of life, and serves as a buffer against a range of 
health-related problems (Dundon and Rellini, 2010; 
Leavitt, Lefkowitz, Waterman, 2019; Stephenson 
and Meston, 2010).

Freihart i in. (2020) have noted that most studies 
into sexual satisfaction conducted so far fail to take into 
account its relational essence. It is only the most recent 
reflections on this topic that depict sexual satisfaction 
with consideration for its interpersonal nature.

This is so as satisfaction with sex life is linked with 
past sexual experiences as well current and future 
expectations related to close human relationships 
(Davis et al., 2006).

1.2.3.	 Sexual satisfaction in marriage

There is evidence showing that relational factors and 
the dynamic of the relationship explain the variance of 
sexual satisfaction to a high degree, which reinforces the 
conviction that this phenomenon needs to be considered 
in the context of a relationship (Davis et al., 2006).

There are studies showing that marital satisfaction 
underlies sexual satisfaction (Vowels, Mark, 2018) 
and studies looking at sexual satisfaction as a variable 

explaining marital satisfaction (Fallis et al., 2016). 
However, longitudinal data indicate a model where 
these variables act both ways and change together 
over time (Quinn-Nilas, 2020). The relationship 
between sexual and relational satisfaction is also 
affected by individual factors of the spouses and 
cultural conditioning (Freihart et al., 2020).

Satisfaction with sex life in the marital dyad pos-
itively correlates with the frequency of their sexual 
activity and their marital satisfaction (Adamski, 
2015; Yucel, Gassanov, 2010).

Studies by Komorowska-Pudło (2014) show 
that the higher the level of marital bond and the 
stronger the level of the attitude of love towards 
the spouse, the higher the sexual satisfaction. Also, 
studies by Buss (2014) show that low levels of sexual 
satisfaction is a good predictor of divorce. Studies 
into sexual satisfaction in relationship of different 
status are ambiguous. Some of them demonstrate 
absence of difference in sexual satisfaction between 
different types of relationships; others, however, find 
a higher level of satisfaction with sex life in marital 
contexts. Others still show that this pertains only 
to women in marriage (Birnie-Porter, Hunt, 2015).

In a situation where the spouses have differing 
ideas of the sexual sphere in their relationship (fre-
quency, duration, quality of sexual acts), they may feel 
dissatisfaction, anger, disappointment and weakening 
of closeness between each other (Beck, 1996).

Such a state of affairs may translate into lower 
interest in coitus and reduction in subjective sexual 
satisfaction. These add to the factors that move the 
couple away from each other. Thus, husband and 
wife fall into a circle of dependency, which results 
in marital conflicts (Beck, 1996). In addition to 
divergent expectations and sexual dysfunctions, 
the factors blocking sexual satisfaction in marriage 
include pornography consumption by one of the 
partners (Yucel, Gassanov, 2010).

1.2.4.	 Closeness and sexual satisfaction

Janicka (2006) counts psychological experiences, 
including closeness, into the goals of the spouses’ 
sexual activity. She also points to the relationship 
between the level of integration between the spouses 
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and their subjective sexual satisfaction (ibidem). 
Sexual contact with the spouse is by definition an 
intimate act and may be a means by which to express 
emotional closeness. Partners may, however, confuse 
the physical aspect of coitus for intimacy, or treat 
sex as a means by which to escape from emotional 
closeness. Both these variants make coitus less sat-
isfactory (Hajcak, Garwood, 2008). Physical love 
creates a sense of closeness, mutual dependency, and 
longing for unity between the spouses. Moreover, 
closeness promotes intensity of intercourse (Hajcak, 
Garwood, 2008).

In Plopa’s Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire 
(2017), as many as 6 out of 10 items concerns close-
ness as he defines it. This aspect is also more reliable 
(shows higher internal consistency of measurement) 
for marriages compared to non-formal relationships. 
Studies by Żak-Łykus i Nawrat (2013) show that 
high sexual satisfaction is linked with higher levels 
of intimacy – understood as the need to build a re-
lationship characterised by intimacy, among others.

2.	Procedure and research methods

2.1.	 Object and goal of study

The object and goal of this independent study was 
to show a relationship between communication and 
closeness on one hand and sexual satisfaction of the 
spouses on the other. The study also aimed to check 
whether closeness mediates the relationship between 
communication and sexual satisfaction.

It has been assumed that there is a complex re-
lationship between communication, closeness and 
sexual satisfaction of the spouses, implying that high 
levels of communication and closeness have a simulta-
neous and positive effect on satisfaction with sex life, 
where closeness plays a significant role of a mediator 
between communication and sexual satisfaction.

The detailed hypothesis posited that: 1) higher levels 
of support and involvement in communication leads 
to a heightened level of sexual satisfaction as regards 
caressing, closeness and sex between the spouses; 2) there 
is a connection between low levels of depreciation in 
communication and high levels of sexual satisfaction 

as regards caressing, closeness and sex between the 
spouses; 3) there is a relationship between high levels 
of intellectual, emotional, and aspirational closeness, 
and high levels of sexual satisfaction as regards caressing, 
closeness, and sex between the spouses; 4) closeness 
mediates the relationship between communication 
and sexual satisfaction of the spouses.

2.2.	 Study group

The study enrolled 116 individuals (N = 116): women 
(n = 81) and men (n = 35). The subjects’ age ranged 
from 20 to 63 years (M = 34.22; SD = 9.60). The vast 
majority of the subjects lives in rural areas (n = 64). 
The rest lives in a city of up to 100 thousand (n = 17) 
or a city of 100 to 500 thousand (n = 35). The sub-
jects have vocational (n = 15), secondary (n = 44), or 
higher (n = 57) education. The length of the subjects’ 
marital relationships ranged from 1 month to 35 
years (M = 9 years and 5 months; SD = 9 years and 
9 months). 38 individuals declared no children, 27 
subjects had one children, 31 had two, 12 had three, 
and 8 subjects had four or more children.

2.3.	 Research methods

Three methods were applied in this independent 
study: Communication in Marriage Questionnaire 
(CMQ) developed by Kaźmierczak and Plopa (2008), 
Spouse Closeness Scale made by Ryś (1998), and the 
Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (SSQ) prepared 
by Plopa (2017).

2.3.1.	 Communication in marriage 
questionnaire

The Communication in Marriage Questionnaire 
(CMQ) was developed by Kaźmierczak and Plopa in 
2008. Studies and analyses gave birth to two versions 
of the Questionnaire – one for evaluation of one’s 
own communication behaviours, and the other for 
evaluation of one’s partner’s behaviours. Each var-
iant includes 30 statements to which the subject 
relates on a five-point Likert scale. This results in 
the pool of 30 to 150 points to be obtained in each 
variant. The score obtained for each dimension are 
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converted into sten scores. Cronbach’s alpha for each 
variant and their scales ranges from 0.77 to 0.91. 
The Communication in Marriage Questionnaire 
(Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008) deals with three aspects 
of communication: support (10 items), involvement 
(9 items), and depreciation (11 items).

The first aspect – support – is understood by the 
authors as appreciation to the efforts made by the 
partner, which is expressed as the attitude of respect 
towards them, and showing interest in their needs 
and problems. The authors observe that support is 
expressed in communication by active participation 
in joint resolution of those problems. They stress the 
fact that this is a type of care shown to the partner 
in daily and common events, not only those difficult 
ones. The authors define this aspect as the need for 
social support, satisfaction of need for caring, giving 
resources to the spouse, the need for affirmation, and 
cooperation with the partner (ibidem).

The next aspect – involvement – is strictly linked 
with mutual support. The authors define it as open-
ness and clarity in communication, an air of close-
ness, and active listening along with efforts made to 
understand the spouse’s point of view. This aspect 
also includes adoration of the partner, adding va-
riety to the daily living, and preventing conflicts. 
They stress the fact that mutual involvement mod-
ifies the message and receipt of information within 
marital communication. They claim that these are 
factors promoting strength and quality of marriage 
(Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008; Plopa, 2011).

The third aspect of the Communication in Mar-
riage Questionnaire (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008) 
– depreciation – belongs to the negative attitudes 
shown in communication. The authors define de-
preciation as signs of aggression towards the spouse, 
absence of equality and respect between the partners, 
absence of involvement in the relationship, absence 
of mutual understanding of needs, and absence of 
the sense of community in daily living. Intensifica-
tion of this aspect in the marital dyad may lead to 
mutual exploitation (maximisation of one’s own 
benefits) or mutual hostility (reciprocation of neg-
ative behaviours), which may result in depreciation 
of the partner, reduced quality of marriage, or even 
its breakdown. Depreciation also involves violating 

the partner’s dignity and willingness to dominate and 
control in the relationship. Such behaviours of the 
spouses introduce emotional coldness, frustration 
and blaming the partner (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008).

In an attempt to differentiate constructive com-
munication behaviours of the spouses, the authors 
(Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008) detailed the aspects 
of support and involvement. This led to those four 
aspects: support oriented towards the partner’s gen-
eral wellbeing (5 items), support oriented towards 
the partner’s specific needs (5 items), involvement 
oriented to the partner’s general wellbeing (5 items), 
and involvement oriented towards expression of 
emotions towards the partner (4 items).

The aspect of support was divided into two fac-
tors: emotional and practical-informative. The former 
deals with orientation towards the partner’s general 
wellbeing. It shows by way of expression of psycholog-
ical support and interest in their matters. The latter 
is oriented towards the spouse’s specific needs and 
entails the activity taken in response to the needs 
reported by them and in extraordinary situations, 
and supporting them in their views and actions.

The aspect of involvement was further specified 
into the aspects of communication related to emo-
tions expressed towards the spouse – showing affec-
tion and closeness to them, signalling their physical 
attractiveness to them; and messages oriented towards 
the partner’s general wellbeing – making time spent 
together more appealing and striving for mutual 
understanding, for instance by initiating actions 
promoting conflict resolution (ibidem).

2.3.2.	 Spouse Closeness Scale

The Spouse Closeness Scale was developed by Ryś in 
1998. It is based on the tenet that closeness develops 
by interactions in the intellectual, emotional, and 
aspirational spheres. In this independent study, the 
latter version of the instrument was used, which serves 
to evaluate the current marital situation. The method 
involves 27 two-point statements selected by expert 
judges. The subjects answer them on a seven-point 
Likert scale. The values of individual aspects of close-
ness are means generated from the questionnaire 
statements assigned to those aspects. The accuracy of 
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this instrument was determined by testing marriages, 
out of which 60 relationships were selected – 30 
deeming their marriage successful and 30 deeming 
it unsuccessful. Person’s correlation coefficient for 
reliability, calculated by retest after two months, was 
0.74 (Ryś, 1998).

2.3.3.	 Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire

Sexual satisfaction was evaluated with the Sexual Sat-
isfaction Questionnaire (SSQ) developed by Plopa, 
published in 2017. The instrument contains 10 items 
resulting in an overall score, which is then converted 
into sten scores. These are then interpreted as intensifi-
cation of a variable towards the desired and undesired 
direction. The subjects answer the provided statements 
on a six-point Likert scale, where zero means absence of 
given activity, and five – maximum satisfaction. As a re-
sult, the subjects could obtain 0 through 50 points as 
the overall score. The method was divided into three 
factors: closeness, caressing, and sex.

The author (Plopa, 2017) assumes that sexual 
satisfaction includes both the sexual aspect (biological 
component) and emotional aspect (sense of close-
ness). The first aspect in the questionnaire – closeness 
– defines the relation of intimacy and closeness of 
romantic nature, level of openness, confiding, and 
acceptance of the partner’s smell and body. The aspect 
of caressing defines the evaluation of satisfaction with 
physical contact, unrelated to sexual intercourse, 
levels of satisfaction with foreplay, mutual touching. 
The last aspect, sex, relates to the evaluation of sexual 
intercourse and orgasmic satisfaction (ibidem).

2.4.	 Testing Procedure

The tests were conducted anonymously among 
married individuals. The responses were gathered 
electronically and with the pencil & paper method. 
To verify the hypotheses, statistical analyses were 
performed with IBM SPSS Statistics 28. Using the 
software, the basic descriptive statistics were analysed 
and the Kolmogorov–Smirnov test was performed. 
Spearman’s rho test and mediation analysis were used 
for the analyses. The significance level of α = 0.05 
was used to present the results.

3.	Results

3.1.	 Relationships between marital 
communication and sexual satisfaction

Spearman’s rho test was performed to verify the 
hypotheses that there is a relationship between the 
aspects of the Communication in Marriage Ques-
tionnaire (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008) and the Sexual 
Satisfaction Questionnaire (Plopa, 2017). The results 
are presented in Table 1.

3.1.1.	 Support and involvement in 
communication between spouses 
and subjective sexual satisfaction

The results from Table 1 indicate that when the subject 
evaluated their partner’s communication, support and 
involvement in communication showed a moderate 
positive correlation with the aspects of sexual satisfac-
tion, at statistical significance of p < 0.01. The strongest 
correlation occurred between the following aspects: 
support with closeness (r = 0.56), support with ca-
ressing (r = 0.55), or support oriented towards the 
partner’s specific needs with closeness (r = 0.55) and 
caressing (r = 0.54). The aspect of sex correlates with 
lesser strength, but still is statistically significant. For in-
stance, the correlation of this variable with support is 
at r = 0.35, and with involvement oriented towards 
generation of emotions towards the spouse at r = 0.29. 
The overall score of the Communication in Marriage 
Questionnaire shows a positive moderate correlation 
with the overall score of the Sexual Satisfaction Ques-
tionnaire when the subject evaluated the quality of 
communication of their spouse (r = 0.56; p < 0.01).

Similar results were obtained for the subjects’ 
answers about themselves. However, correlations 
between communication and sexual satisfaction 
seem weaker (poor and moderate). In addition, not 
all correlations for the aspect of sex are statistically 
significant. There is no significance in the case of 
involved communication, involved communication 
oriented towards the partner’s overall wellbeing, and 
involved communication oriented towards generation 
of emotions towards the spouse (p > 0.05). That said, 
the overall score of the Communication in Marriage 
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Questionnaire shows a positive moderate correlation 
with the overall score of the Sexual Satisfaction 
Questionnaire when the subject evaluated the quality 
of their own communication (r = 0.45; p < 0.01).

The above results confirm the first detailed hy-
pothesis, which goes that higher levels of support and 
involvement in communication are associated with 
higher levels of sexual satisfaction in the sphere of 
caressing, closeness, and sex in individuals in marriage.

3.1.2.	 Levels of depreciation and the spouses’ 
subjective sexual satisfaction

Table 1 also shows that levels of depreciation has 
a negative correlation, at a weak, albeit statistically 
significant, level (p < 0.01), with the aspects of sexual 
satisfaction, that is closeness (r = -0.36), caressing 
(r = -0.26), and sex (r = -0.28) when the subjects 

evaluated their partner’s communication. When eval-
uation of the quality of the spouse’s communication 
indicates presence of depreciation, the overall per-
ception of sexual satisfaction is at r = -0.36, p < 0.01.

When the subjects evaluated their own commu-
nication behaviours, the correlation with closeness 
was at r = -0.25, p < 0.01; with caressing at r = -0.18, 
p < 0.05, and with sex at r = -0.10, p > 0.05 (result 
without statistical significance). 

When evaluation of the quality of one’s own 
communication indicates presence of depreciation, 
the overall perception of sexual satisfaction is at 
r = -0.24, p < 0.05.

The collected data confirm the second of the de-
tailed hypothesis: that there is a negative correlation 
between the levels of depreciation in communica-
tion the levels of sexual satisfaction in the sphere of 
caressing, closeness, and sex in partners.

Table 1. Statistical analysis. Spearman’s Rho test for the dimensions of the Communication in Marriage 
Questionnaire (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008) and the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire (Plopa, 2017)

Quality rating
of spouse’s communication 

Closeness Caresses Sex
KSS overall 

result

Support 0.56** 0.55** 0.35** 0.57**

Focused on the partner’s overall well-being 0.51** 0.51** 0.31** 0.52**

Oriented to the specific needs of the spouse 0.55** 0.54** 0.34** 0.55**

 
Quality rating
of spouse’s communication

Closeness Caresses Sex
KSS overall 

result

Committed communication 0.50** 0.47** 0.31** 0.49**

Focused on the partner’s overall well-being 0.46** 0.38** 0.30** 0.45**

Oriented towards generating emotions towards the 
spouse

0.46** 0.49** 0.29** 0.47**

Depreciation -0.36** -0.26** -0.28** -0.36**

KKM overall result 0.57** 0.49** 0.36** 0.56**

 
Self-assessment  
of communication quality 

Closeness Caresses Sex
KSS overall 

result

Support 0.45** 0.44** 0.21* 0.45**

Focused on the partner’s overall well-being 0.41** 0.41** 0.20* 0.42**

Oriented to the specific needs of the spouse 0.45** 0.41** 0.21* 0.44**

Committed communication 0.42** 0.31** 0.18 0.38**

Focused on the partner’s overall well-being 0.33** 0.19* 0.16 0.28**

Oriented to expressing emotions towards the spouse 0.41** 0.39** 0.17 0.41**

Depreciation -0.25** -0.18* -0.10 -0.24*

KKM overall result 0.47** 0.39** 0.23* 0.45**

***–p < 0,001; **–p < 0,01; *–p < 0,05
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3.2.	 Correlations between intellectual, 
emotional, and aspirational closeness, 
and levels of sexual satisfaction

Spearman’s rho test was performed to verify the third 
of the detailed hypotheses: that there is a correlation 
between the aspects of the Spouse Closeness Scale 
(Ryś, 1998) and the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire 
(Plopa, 2017). The results are presented in Table 2.

The results presented in Table 2 indicates that 
all aspects of the Spouse Closeness Scale show 
a positive (weak or moderate) correlation with the 
aspects of the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire at 
a statistically significant level (p < 0.01). The re-
lationship between emotional closeness and the 
overall SSQ score (r = 0.56), closeness (r = 0.55), 

Table 2. Statistical analysis. Spearman’s Rho test for 
the dimensions of the Marital Intimacy Scale (Ryś, 
1998) and the Sexual Satisfaction Questionnaire 
(Plopa, 2017)

Closeness Caresses Sex
KSS over-
all result

Emotional 
closeness

0.55** 0.53** 0.38** 0.56**

Intellectual 
closeness

0.40** 0.37** 0.26** 0.40**

Action-based 
closeness

0.46** 0.42** 0.29** 0.45**

***–p < 0,001; **–p < 0,01; *–p < 0,05

Table 3. Statistical analysis. Spearman’s Rho test 
for the dimensions of the Spouses’ Intimacy Scale 
(Ryś, 1998) and the Communication in Marriage 
Questionnaire (Kaźmierczak, Plopa, 2008)

Communication 
in Marriage 
Questionnaire 

Emotional 
closeness

Intel-
lectual 

closeness

Action- 
based 

closeness

Overall result for 
quality assessment 
Cof spouse’s 
communication

0.69*** 0.48*** 0.52***

Total result for 
self-assessment 
of quality of 
communication

0.61*** 0.38*** 0.47***

***–p < 0,001; **–p < 0,01; *–p < 0,05

Emotional closeness

Self-assessment 
of communication 

quality

Sexual 
satisfaction

a = 0.017 b = 4.367

c = 0.151

Figure 1. Mediation analysis. Emotional closeness as 
a mediator between the influence of self-assessment 
of communication quality on sexual satisfaction 
among spouses.

Action-based closeness

a = 0.023 b = 2.984

c = 0.155

Self-assessment 
of communication 

quality

Sexual 
satisfaction

Figure 2. Mediation analysis. Functional closeness as 
a mediator between the influence of self-assessment 
of communication quality on sexual satisfaction 
among spouses.

Emotional closeness

a = 0.026 b = 2.048

c = 0.272

Assessment of the 
quality of partner 
communication

Sexual 
satisfaction

Figure 3. Mediation analysis. Emotional closeness as 
a mediator between the impact of the assessment of 
the quality of a partner’s communication on sexual 
satisfaction among spouses.
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and caressing (r = 0.53) is the strongest. A weaker, 
albeit still statistically significant, relationship occurs 
between intellectual closeness and sex (r = 0.26) 
or caressing (r = 0.37), and between aspirational 
closeness and sex (r = 0.29).

The presented data confirm the third of the de-
tailed hypotheses, which states a relationship between 
high levels of intellectual, emotional, and aspirational 
closeness, and high levels of sexual satisfaction in 
terms of caressing, closeness, and sex.

3.3.	 Closeness as a variable mediating the 
relationship between communication 
and sexual satisfaction

In order to verify whether the variable defining levels 
of closeness in marriage mediates the relationship 
between quality of communication and sexual sat-
isfaction of the partners, a mediation analysis was 
conducted and then complemented by Aroian test. 
Firstly, it was verified whether there is a relationship 
between an independent variable (quality of the 
partner’s and one’s own communication) and a de-
pendent variable (sexual satisfaction). The results are 

Table 5. Mediation analysis with the Aroian test (assessment of partner’s communication)

Mediator – 
emotional 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian 
 Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.07 0.03 2.06 <0.01

2.04 0.03 <0.05Direct c 0.16 0.05 6.02 <0.01

Total c + a x b 0.23 0.06 8.41 < 0.001

Mediator – 
intellectual 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian  
Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.05 0.03 1.67 <0.05

1.64 0.02 0.1Direct c 0.27 0.05 6.68 < 0.001

Total c + a x b 0.33 0.04 8.41 < 0.001

Mediator – 
action-based 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian  
Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.04 0.02 1.85 0.06

1.83 0.02 0.07Direct c 0.28 0.04 6.41 < 0.001

Total c + a x b 0.33 0.04 8.41 < 0.001

Table 4. Mediation analysis with the Aroian test (assessment of one’s own communication)

Mediator – 
emotional 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.07 0.03 2.74 <0.01

2.70 0.03 <0.01Direct c 0.15 0.05 2.86 <0.01

Total c + a x b 0.23 0.06 4.10 < 0.001

Mediator – 
intellectual 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.04 0.02 1.99 <0.05

1.95 0.02 0.051Direct c 0.18 0.05 3.44 < 0.001

Total c + a x b 0.23 0.06 4.10 < 0.001

Mediator 
– action-
based 
closeness

Effect Label Estimate SE Z p

Aroian Test 

Z SE p

Indirect a x b 0.07 0.03 2.69 <0.01

2.65 0.03 <0.01Direct c 0.16 0.05 2.88 <0.01

Total c + a x b 0.23 0.06 4.10 < 0.001
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presented in Table 1. A similar analysis was conducted 
on the independent variables: communication and 
closeness, the results of which are shown in Table 3.

When the subject evaluated themselves in terms 
of spousal communication, the mediation analy-
sis showed that, having considered a third variable 
(closeness) as a mediator, it became an important 
variable in predicting the levels of sexual satisfaction. 
This happened in two cases: when the variables of 
emotional closeness and aspirational closeness were 
the mediator. Table 4 shows the obtained coefficients. 
The above mediations are presented in Figures 1 
and 2.

The result indicating partial mediation of the 
levels of emotional closeness in the relationship was 
confirmed by Aroian test, which proved statistically 
significant (Z = 2.70; p < 0.01). A similar result was 
obtained when the aspirational closeness was the 
mediator (Z = 2.65; p < 0.01).

When the quality of the partner’s communica-
tion was the predictor, as evaluated by the subject, 
closeness turned out to be an valid mediator only 
when emotional analysis was analysed (Z = 2.04; 
p < 0.05). Table 5 shows the obtained coefficients. 
The above mediation is presented in Figure 3.

4.	Discussion

The conducted analyses allowed demonstration of 
relationships between support and involvement in 
communication between the spouses and their sub-
jective sexual satisfaction. Given the overall scores 
obtained in the questionnaires, correlations occur 
both when the spouse evaluated both their partner’s 
and their own communication.

The surveys also confirmed the second hypoth-
esis, which stated a relationship between low levels 
of depreciation in communication and high levels 
of sexual satisfaction in spouses. The overall scores 
obtained in the questionnaires showed the expected 
correlation for both versions of the Communication 
in Marriage Questionnaire.

The results obtained for those two variables have 
been confirmed in studies (Meston, Trapnell, 2005; 
Plopa, 2017) which have been cited in the theoretical 

part above. The studies by Nomejko et al. (2017) 
demonstrate a relationship both between evaluation of 
quality of the partner’s communication – and between 
evaluation of one’s own communication – and sexual 
satisfaction. They also show that the significance of 
communication for sexual satisfaction goes up along 
with the length of the relationship; this is so because 
this variable starts to play the role of a buffer for de-
creased levels of satisfaction with sexual activity or 
routine (ibidem). The analysis of the independent 
surveys can, therefore, be enriched by the length of 
the subjects’ marital relationship. The results of the 
surveys, contrary to Nomejko et al. (2017), showed 
that work with a couple should involve special attention 
to support in communication, not involvement and 
depreciation. It is worth verifying in further studies 
whether this difference is demonstrated in the events 
occurring between the above studies by Nomejko et 
al. (2017) and this independent study – COVID-19 
pandemic, military conflicts, and economic crisis. 
Situations difficult to overcome on one’s own may 
bring out to light the need for mutual spousal support 
in the marital context.

The relationship between communication and 
sexual satisfaction proves stronger in women com-
pared to men (Komorowska-Pudło, 2014). In light of 
Plopa’s (2017) considerations, these differences may 
result from the fact that women put more emphasis 
on the relational aspects of sexual satisfaction (close-
ness, intimacy, and openness), and for men, physical 
sensations are more important. This begs further 
analysis of independent studies – for sex differences.

Studies (Mallory, 2022) also confirm that verbal 
communication about sex in marriage is associat-
ed with the spouses’ subjective sexual satisfaction. 
In turn, satisfaction with sexual communication 
predicts satisfaction with sex life (Blunt-Vinti et 
al., 2019). This puts forth a rationale for psycho-
education activities aiming to draw attention to 
the verbal and non-verbal communication during 
the intercourse itself, and not only before or after. 
This bears particular importance in light of cultural 
transmission, where conversations about sexuali-
ty-related topics cause embarrassment, and language 
still lacks neutral terms for the phenomena in this 
sphere (Rogodzińska, Obrębska, 2018).
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From the clinical perspective, disordered mental 
health in one of the partners, resulting in deteriora-
tion in that partner’s communication, leads to low-
ered sexual satisfaction (Scott et al., 2012). For this 
reason, it is good practice to advise patients that if 
one of the partners develops mental disorders, they 
both should communicate their expectations or fears 
related to the sexual sphere.

The relationship between the quality of spouses’ 
communication and their satisfaction with sex life is 
highly applicable in life. This is so as promotion of 
communication and working on its quality during 
marital therapy leads to increased sexual satisfaction 
in spouses (Botlani et al., 2012).

Validation of the third hypothesis is a valuable 
source of knowledge, coming from the present study. 
The independent study has revealed relationships 
between individual aspects of closeness and sexual 
satisfaction, and between the overall scores of the 
Spouse Closeness Scale and the Sexual Satisfaction 
Questionnaire. These results correspond with the 
studies by Træen and Kvalem (2022), where it was 
sexual satisfaction that was the factor that affected 
the perceived closeness with the partner the most. 
This happens for both sexes and regardless of the 
length of the relationship (ibidem).

The results of studies by Nagy and Theiss (2013) 
show that the partners of men who take care of their 
children may feel deeper closeness with their partner. 
In light of such information, studies analogous to 
those presented in this paper may be considered, 
but enriched by accounting for the current phase of 
the subjects’ marital relationship and the number of 
offspring. In addition, the above study from Norway 
has shown that the sense of closeness and sexual sat-
isfaction correlate more strongly in men compared 
to women, and that remaining in a monogamous 
relationship promotes closeness between the spouses 
(ibidem). For this reason, the independent study may 
be expanded by comparing the relationship between 
closeness and sexual satisfaction for both sexes, and it 
may be compared to with the result obtained by indi-
viduals remaining in relationships other than marriage.

Please note that in the aspects of closeness, 
and in the overall score of the Sexual Satisfaction 
Questionnaire (Plopa, 2017), it is emotional close-

ness that has the strongest relationship with sexual 
satisfaction. This may be justified by studies con-
ducted among young adults, who have expressed 
their expectation that sex with their partner will 
result in emotional closeness (Blumenstock, 2022). 
Interestingly enough, a study conducted among 
women with breast cancer and their partners has 
shown that the relationship between closeness and 
sexual satisfaction occurs not only in relation to 
the closeness felt by the subject (Rottmann et al., 
2017). The results have demonstrated that sexual 
satisfaction of the women increased as emotional 
closeness experienced by their partner went up 
(ibidem). This confirms the feedbacks occurring 
in romantic relationships.

Moreover, the relationship between closeness 
and sexual satisfaction begs a question about the 
role of attachment style of each spouse. This is 
a basis for conducting studies into the impact of 
that sphere, as an effect of experiencing closeness 
in early childhood, on the observed relationship 
between closeness and sexual satisfaction in ro-
mantic relationships.

Asking questions and verifying relationships 
between closeness and other psychological phenom-
ena may pave way to use this variable in practical 
contexts. Studies show that among the examined 
marriages where the spouses’ age was at least 65 
years, marital closeness dampened negative effects 
of the subjects’ functional disability (Mancini, 
Bonanno, 2006). Closeness was strongly associated 
with reduced depression and anxiety, and increased 
the sense of self-worth in the subjects. It is, therefore, 
a vital resource for elderly people, also as a factor 
adapting to illness (ibidem).

When discussing closeness, it is worth looking at 
the relationship between it and communication. It has 
not been covered by a separate research hypothesis 
in this paper because it has been presented solely to 
examine the mediating role of closeness. Despite this, 
the results obtained within those variables may, without 
doubt, inspire further studies focusing on those two 
spheres. The studies cited when discussing the relation-
ship between communication and sexual satisfaction 
show that communication about sex is related to the 
closeness between the spouses (Mallory, 2022).
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The result of the independent study seem to 
partly confirm the last hypothesis. Emotional and 
aspirational closeness proved mediators of the re-
lationship between communication and sexual 
satisfaction in the subjects where they evaluated 
the quality of their own communication. In turn, 
for the version of the Communication in Marriage 
Questionnaire where the subjects evaluated their 
spouse’s communication, the mediating role between 
communication and sexual satisfaction was demon-
strated only by emotional closeness. The mediating 
role of emotional closeness in both cases points to 
the fact that this aspect of closeness showed the 
strongest relationship with communication and 
sexual satisfaction alike.

The role of emotional closeness as a mediator 
for evaluation of one’s own communication and of 
the quality of the partner’s communication may be 
explained through the relationship of that type of 
closeness with communication and sexuality of the 
spouses. It is this aspect of closeness that is rein-
forced by non-verbal communication particularly 
strongly (Szopiński, 1973). Similarly, aspirational 
closeness involves components of non-verbal com-
munication to a high degree. Spousal sex may be 
the platform for mutual exchange of experiences 
and sensations, which cannot be expressed ver-
bally. In turn, Babin (2013) has discovered that 
non-verbal communication predicts levels of sexual 
satisfaction. This is so as it is the primordial means 
of communication during coitus – through touch, 
gestures, facial expressions, eye contact, and vocalics.

The above reasoning about the relationship 
between the said variables through the non-verbal 
aspect is also confirmed by the fact that intellectual 
closeness does not show up as a mediator between 
communication and sexual satisfaction. This may 
happen as intellectual closeness, as opposed to emo-
tional and aspirational closeness, revolves around 
verbal communication. However, its share in the 
spouses’ sexual acts is decidedly smaller. The subjects 
indicate that they avoid verbal communication 
during sex to keep the mood, protect their partner’s 
feelings, or avoid negative emotions and judgment 
on the part of their partner (Séguin, 2024). Moreo-
ver, they believe that verbal communication is sim-

pler for expression and clearer for interpretation by 
the partner, and so more effective (Lutmer, Walker, 
2024). This is the reason for them to prefer verbal 
conversations about sexual matters to occur before 
or after the act (ibidem). This preference may also 
be related to the popularisation of pornography and 
the way sex is depicted in the media (Séguin, 2024). 
In line with the above arguments, the relationship 
between verbal and non-verbal communication 
and sexual satisfaction should be explored, taking 
the phenomenon of closeness between the partners 
into consideration.

A study by Lutmer and Walker (2024) shows one 
more regularity that may explain the mediating role 
of closeness. They specified a certain type of comfort 
as one of the main reasons explaining occurrence 
of communication during sexual activity. This type 
of comfort occurs in close friendship, trust and/or 
long history of the partners. One might therefore 
infer that the development of closeness between 
spouses, particularly that expressed non-verbally, 
leads to this type of freedom and peace, and – in 
turn – to sexual satisfaction.

5.	Summary

The conducted analyses have shown that there is 
a complex relationship between communication 
and closeness of spouses on one hand and their 
sexual satisfaction on the other. High evaluation of 
the quality of one’s own communication and that 
of the partner – and so high levels of support and 
involvement and low levels of depreciation shown 
in the relationship, and high levels of emotional, 
intellectual, and aspirational closeness – are pos-
itively associated with satisfaction with sex life. 
Moreover, emotional and aspirational closeness 
play a mediating role between communication and 
sexual satisfaction.

The results suggest that both communication 
and closeness are linked to the spouses’ satisfac-
tion with sex life. The examined variables form 
interconnected systems, which could be used 
practically, for instance in sexual counselling, 
couple therapy, or sexual health prevention. Psy-
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chologists and therapists working with marriages 
can strengthen the inner locus of control in their 
patients/clients as each of the studied variables may 
change in level depending on mutual references or 
taken interventions. This is immensely important, 
particularly as more and more relationships are 
going down the path of breakdown. In addition, 
the practical application of the conclusions derived 
from the studies presented in this paper lies in the 
public interest as it may protect individuals from 
the negative complications of divorce, including 
psychological consequences.

The strong point of the conducted studies is 
that they are applicable in practice. More and more 
people, including couples, are reporting for sexual 
assistance, and so studies laying foundations for 
applied methods and techniques in this field are 
vital. A significant aspect of the above studies is 
that they allow building the sense in the popu-
lation that they have influence over the studied 
variables – communication, closeness, and sexual 

satisfaction. This may prove highly important 
particularly for spouses struggling with problems 
in their relationships. For many years, psychology 
has also been dealing with examining the effects 
of sexuality on the individual’s life in order to – in 
line with the tenets of positive psychology – garner 
information about striving for and achieving men-
tal wellbeing. In addition, the conducted studies 
enrich the current scientific achievements around 
the topics tackled in this paper, particularly in the 
field of closeness and sexuality.

The weak point of this paper is the lack of a so-
cial approval scale in the employed tools. Studies 
into sexuality are particularly vulnerable to high 
declarativity in subjects’ responses, which could be 
the cause of results deviating from normal distribu-
tion. The impact of this phenomenon was strived 
to be limited by not requiring both of the spouses 
to participate. Studies could also be expanded by 
subjects in romantic relationships structured dif-
ferently to marriage.
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Abstract: Maternal-fetal attachment refers to the emotional and cognitive bond a pregnant woman develops with her unborn child. This bond plays a signif-
icant role in prenatal care behaviors and the later formation of the mother-infant relationship. The aim of the present study was to identify the psychological 
mechanisms underlying maternal-fetal attachment, with particular emphasis on maternal attachment styles, alexithymia, and depressive symptoms, using 
a serial mediation model. The study sample consisted of 173 women in their second and third trimesters of pregnancy. The findings indicated that maternal 
attachment styles – secure, anxious, and avoidant – significantly influenced emotional bonding with the unborn child. Alexithymia and depressive symptoms 
functioned as successive mediators in this process. A secure attachment style was associated with lower levels of alexithymia and depressive symptoms, which 
in turn facilitated stronger maternal-fetal attachment. Conversely, anxious and avoidant attachment styles were linked to higher levels of alexithymia and 
depressive symptoms, which weakened maternal-fetal attachment.
Keywords: maternal-fetal attachment, maternal attachment styles, alexithymia, depressive symptoms

Introduction

Maternal-fetal attachment refers to the emotional 
bond that develops between a mother and her unborn 
child during pregnancy. It is a dynamic process that 
gradually evolves as the pregnancy progresses, en-
compassing both conscious and unconscious aspects 
of the maternal relationship with the fetus during 
the prenatal stage (Walsh, 2010). Maternal-fetal at-
tachment is expressed through various behaviors 
exhibited by pregnant women, such as talking to 
the baby, touching or stroking the belly, imagining 
life with the child, and responding to fetal move-
ments (Abasi, 2021). This concept has been widely 
explored in developmental psychology, where it is 
recognized as a crucial factor influencing maternal 
well-being (McNamara et al., 2019). The emotional 
bond a mother feels toward the fetus can shape 
prenatal behaviors, including attending medical 

check-ups, following health recommendations, and 
avoiding harmful substances (Rahimi et al., 2025). 
Strong maternal-fetal attachment has been associated 
with positive outcomes during both the prenatal 
and postnatal periods (Branjerdporn et al., 2021). 
Studies have shown that maternal-fetal attachment 
is linked to later caregiving behaviors, including 
maternal sensitivity, responsiveness, and emotional 
engagement in the postnatal relationship with the 
child (Sacchi et al., 2021). The development of ma-
ternal-fetal attachment is influenced by numerous 
factors, including biological (e.g., hormonal changes, 
fetal activity), psychological (e.g., maternal emotional 
state, anxiety levels, maladaptive coping mechanisms), 
and social factors (e.g., partner and community 
support, life circumstances) (Lutkiewicz & Bidzan, 
2023; Pisoni et al., 2014).
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One of the most significant psychological factors 
influencing maternal-fetal attachment is the mother’s 
attachment style, which reflects her own early attach-
ment experiences (Kucharska, 2021). Attachment 
theory, originally proposed by John Bowlby (1979), 
posits that early relationships with primary caregivers 
form the foundation of internal working models of 
attachment. These models shape expectations and 
behavioral patterns in future emotional relation-
ships, including the relationship between a mother 
and her unborn child. According to Hazan and 
Shaver (1987), the consistency and quality of early 
caregiving experiences lead to the development of 
specific attachment styles-secure, anxious, avoidant, 
or disorganized. These styles tend to remain relatively 
stable throughout life and influence how individ-
uals perceive and form emotional bonds (Shaver 
et al., 2016). Mothers with a secure attachment 
style typically hold a positive view of themselves as 
caregivers and possess a strong sense of trust in their 
partners, which facilitates the formation of strong, 
emotionally attuned bonds with the unborn child 
(Zdolska-Wawrzkiewicz et al., 2018). In contrast, 
mothers with insecure attachment styles often en-
counter relational difficulties during pregnancy, which 
can hinder the development of a deep prenatal bond 
with the fetus. Research findings indicate that higher 
levels of attachment insecurity are associated with 
lower levels of maternal-fetal attachment (Zhang, 
2021; Damri et al., 2024).

The concept of alexithymia was first introduced 
by Sifneos (1970) as an emotional disturbance used 
to describe a cluster of symptoms observed in patients 
with psychosomatic illnesses (e.g., skin rashes, insom-
nia, fatigue, gastric ulcers), who exhibited difficulties 
in distinguishing between emotional and bodily sen-
sations. Contemporary research defines alexithymia 
as a multidimensional personality trait encompassing 
difficulties in identifying one’s own emotions (lim-
ited emotional awareness), difficulties in describing 
emotions (an inability to verbally express feelings), 
and an externally oriented thinking style (a ten-
dency to avoid introspection), often accompanied 
by restricted imaginative capacity (Preece & Gross, 
2023). Individuals with high levels of alexithymia 
struggle to recognize others’ emotions, which hampers 

their ability to form close interpersonal relationships 
(Koppelberg et al., 2023). Studies have demonstrated 
a link between alexithymia and insecure attachment 
styles, suggesting that early relational experiences may 
influence the development of emotional awareness 
and emotion regulation capacity (Montebarocci 
et al., 2004). Furthermore, alexithymia has been 
identified as a mediator between insecure attach-
ment styles and the severity of psychopathological 
symptoms (Barberis et al., 2023; Ferraro & Taylor, 
2021). Several studies (Ierardi et al., 2022; Satil et 
al., 2023; Mangialavori et al., 2024) highlight the 
negative impact of alexithymia on maternal-fetal at-
tachment, indicating that mothers with higher levels 
of alexithymia tend to form weaker emotional bonds 
with their unborn children.

In light of the findings discussed above, increasing 
attention is being paid to the emotional function-
ing of pregnant women and its role in shaping the 
relationship with the unborn child. In addition to 
alexithymia, a significant risk factor for the quali-
ty of maternal-fetal attachment is the presence of 
perinatal depressive symptoms. Notably, a positive 
correlation has been identified between alexithymia 
and the severity of depressive symptoms during 
pregnancy (Mangialavori et al., 2024). Perinatal 
depression – which includes both the prenatal period 
(during pregnancy) and the postpartum period (up 
to 12 months after childbirth) – is characterized by 
depressive symptoms of varying intensity, which can 
have serious consequences for both mother and child 
(Rollè et al., 2020). Depression during pregnancy 
is among the most common psychiatric disorders 
in pregnant women, with an estimated prevalence 
ranging from 10% to 30% (Sánchez-Polán et al., 
2021). Symptoms of perinatal depression- persistent 
sadness, anxiety, loss of interest in daily activities, sleep 
disturbances, confusion, and emotional instability- 
pose a serious threat to maternal mental well-being 
(Dias & Figueiredo, 2020). Research has shown that 
antenatal depression is a strong predictor of postpar-
tum depression (Borchers et al., 2021). When left 
untreated, perinatal depression can impair mother-in-
fant interactions, manifesting in behaviors such as less 
frequent breastfeeding, reduced responsiveness to the 
infant’s needs, and limited emotional stimulation- all 
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of which are crucial for healthy infant development 
(Bernard-Bonnin & Canadian Paediatric Society, 
2004; Rodriguez et al., 2021). Therefore, perinatal 
depression represents a serious risk not only to the 
mother’s quality of life but also to the early develop-
ment of the child (Dadi et al., 2020). Moreover, the 
presence of depression during pregnancy significantly 
disrupts the emotional bond between mother and 
fetus (Lutkiewicz & Bidzan, 2022).

The aim of the present study is to empirically 
test a serial mediation model hypothesizing that 
alexithymia and depressive symptoms mediate the 
relationship between pregnant women’s attachment 
styles and the level of maternal-fetal attachment. It is 
assumed that women with insecure attachment styles 
will exhibit higher levels of alexithymia, manifested 
in difficulties identifying and verbalizing emotional 
states. Elevated levels of alexithymia may, in turn, 
predispose individuals to develop depressive symp-
toms, which- according to the proposed model- may 
further interfere with the formation of a healthy 
bond with the unborn child. The study seeks to 
determine whether the effect of attachment style 
on the quality of the maternal-fetal relationship is 
sequentially mediated by two variables: alexithymia 
and depressive symptoms.

1.	Methodology

1.1.	 Procedure

The study was conducted online using a secure survey 
platform. Participants were recruited via social media 
and pregnancy support groups. Inclusion criteria 
were: being in the second or third trimester of preg-
nancy, being at least 18 years old, and proficiency in 
Polish. Women with a history of severe psychiatric 
disorders or high-risk pregnancy complications were 
excluded. Interested individuals accessed an online 
informed consent form, which outlined the study’s 
aims, procedures, and participants’ rights. Upon pro-
viding electronic consent, participants completed 
a questionnaire assessing romantic attachment style, 
levels of alexithymia, depressive symptoms, and ma-
ternal-fetal attachment. Completing the survey took 

approximately20 minutes. All data were collected 
anonymously. The study received approval from the 
Ethics Committee of the Academy of Economics 
and Humanities in Warsaw on November 20, 2024.

1.2.	 Participants

The final sample consisted of 173 pregnant wom-
en, with 90 in the second trimester and 83 in the 
third trimester. Participants ranged in age from 
20 to 42 years (M = 29.7, SD = 4.6). The majority 
were in marital or committed relationships (87%), 
held a higher education degree (68%), and reported 
a medium socioeconomic status (76%).

1.3.	 Measures 

1.3.1.	 Attachment Styles Questionnaire  
(ASQ; Plopa, 2008)

The ASQ is a tool designed to assess adult attach-
ment styles in the context of romantic relationships, 
applicable to both women and men. Developed by 
Plopa (2008) and based on the attachment theory 
of Hazan and Shaver (1987), the questionnaire dis-
tinguishes three attachment styles: secure, avoidant, 
and anxious – ambivalent. It consists of 24 items 
divided into respective subscales. Responses are 
given on a 7-point scale, and raw scores are converted 
into standardized sten scores for analysis. Reliability 
coefficients are high: 0.90 for the secure style, 0.84 
for the anxious style, and 0.83 for the avoidant style. 
The Cronbach’s alpha for the full scale is 0.89.

1.3.2.	 Toronto Alexithymia Scale  
(TAS-20; Parker et al., 1993)

The TAS-20 is a widely used, standardized self-report 
instrument for assessing alexithymia-a personality 
trait characterized by difficulties in identifying and 
describing emotions and a tendency toward externally 
oriented thinking. It includes three components: 
difficulty identifying feelings, difficulty describing 
feelings to others, and externally oriented thinking. 
The scale consists of 20 items rated on a 5-point Likert 
scale (from 1 – strongly disagree to 5 – strongly agree). 
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Total scores range from 20 to 100, with higher scores 
indicating greater alexithymia. The Polish adaptation by 
Ścigała et al. (2020) confirms its linguistic and cultural 
validity. In the current study, the TAS-20 demonstrated 
high reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.81.

1.3.3.	 Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale 
(EPDS; Cox et al., 1987)

The EPDS is a widely used screening tool for detecting 
depressive symptoms in the perinatal period, including 
both prenatal and postpartum phases. This self-report 
scale consists of 10 items specifically designed to detect 
depressive symptoms in women experiencing mood 
disturbances during pregnancy or early motherhood. 
The study employed the Polish version developed by 
Kossakowska (2013), ensuring linguistic and cultural 
accuracy. Participants rated each item on a 4-point 
Likert scale (from 0 – no symptoms to 3 – severe 
symptoms). Total scores range from 0 to 30, with 
scores of 10 or above indicating mild symptoms and 
scores of 12 or above suggesting clinically significant 
depression. The EPDS demonstrated solid reliability 
in this study, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.79.

1.3.4.	 Maternal-fetal Attachment Scale 
(MFAS; Cranley, 1981)

The MFAS is a self-report measure assessing the emo-
tional bond between a pregnant woman and her un-
born child. It consists of 24 items grouped into five 
dimensions: acceptance of the maternal role, viewing 
the fetus as a separate entity, interaction with the 
fetus, attribution of characteristics to the fetus, and 
orientation toward the fetus’s needs. Each item is rated 
on a 5-point Likert scale (from A – definitely yes to 
E – definitely no). The MFAS is commonly used in 
both research and clinical practice to assess prena-
tal bonding. Stronger attachment is associated with 
a positive pregnancy experience and higher quality 
postnatal bonding, while lower scores may indicate 
a need for psychological support. The Polish adaptation 
by Bielawska-Batorowicz (1995) confirmed the tool’s 
reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.83, making 
it a valuable instrument for assessing the emotional 
aspects of pregnancy and early mother-child bonding.

2.	Data analysis

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 
26. In the initial stage, descriptive statistics were 
calculated for all study variables. Pearson correlation 
coefficients were also computed to examine the rela-
tionships between the variables included in the study.

In the next step, to test the theoretical model, 
a mediation analysis was conducted to assess the role 
of alexithymia (mediator 1) and depressive symp-
toms (mediator 2), as well as their combined effect 
on the relationship between maternal attachment 
styles (independent variables) and maternal-fetal at-
tachment (dependent variable). Given the assumed 
interdependence between the mediators, a serial 
multiple mediation model was applied using the 
PROCESS macro for SPSS, Model 6 (Hayes, 2018). 
This model accounts for correlations between me-
diators, reflecting the nature of the studied rela-
tionships, and allows for the estimation of both the 
unique and combined effects of the mediators on 
the link between the independent and dependent 
variables. This approach enabled the examination 
of indirect effects of maternal attachment styles on 
maternal-fetal attachment through alexithymia and 
depressive symptoms.

3.	Results

3.1.	 Descriptive statistics and correlations

Tables 1 and 2 present the means, standard deviations, 
Shapiro-Wilk test results, and Pearson correlation 
coefficients for the analyzed variables. The analysis 
revealed significant correlations among maternal 
attachment styles, alexithymia, depressive symptoms, 
and maternal-fetal attachment. As hypothesized, 
alexithymia was negatively correlated with a secure 
attachment style and with maternal-fetal attachment, 
and positively correlated with depressive symptoms 
and insecure attachment styles (anxious and avoid-
ant). Moreover, depressive symptoms showed positive 
correlations with alexithymia and insecure attach-
ment styles, and negative correlations with secure 
attachment and maternal-fetal attachment.
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Table 1. Pearson correlation matrix between variables: alexithymia, attachment styles, prenatal depressive 
symptoms, and maternal-fetal attachment, along with means, standard deviations, and Shapiro–Wilk test results

Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6

1. Alexithymia -

2. Secure attachment -0.21*** -

3. Avoidant attachment 0.34** -0.22* -

4. Anxious attachment 0.29** -0.18* 0.15 -

5. Depressive symptoms 0.45*** -0.31** 0.38** 0.32*** -

6. Maternal-fetal attachment -0.38** 0.29*** -0.22** -0.21** -0.38*** -

p – level of statistical significance, *p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01

Table 2. Means, standard deviations, and Shapiro–Wilk test results

Variables M SD W P

1. Alexithymia 41.34 11.52 0.98 0.32

2. Secure attachment 23.25 5.55 0.96 0.08

3. Avoidant attachment 22.56 3.67 0.99 0.14

4. Anxious attachment 25.54 6.12 0.97 0.22

5. Depressive symptoms 19.78 4.18 0.98 0.56

6. Maternal-fetal attachment 81.22 10.15 0.99 0.33

Figure 1. Graphical representation of the serial mediation model, in which alexithymia and depressive symptoms 
mediate the relationship between maternal attachment styles and maternal-fetal attachment

Alexithymia Depressive symptoms

Maternal attachment 
styles

Maternal–fetal 
attachment

d21

C

a2

a1 b2

b1

Theoretical model of serial mediation in the relationship between maternal attachment styles and maternal-fetal attachment, with 
alexithymia and depressive symptoms as mediators. (c) Direct effect of maternal attachment styles on maternal-fetal attachment. 
(a₁, b₁) Indirect effect of maternal attachment styles on maternal-fetal attachment through alexithymia as a single mediator. (a₂, b₂) 
Indirect effect of maternal attachment styles on maternal-fetal attachment through depressive symptoms as a single mediator. (a₁, 
d₂₁, b₂) Indirect effect of maternal attachment styles on maternal-fetal attachment through alexithymia and depressive symptoms as 
sequential mediators. (c’) Direct effect of maternal attachment styles on maternal-fetal attachment after accounting for both mediators.
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3.2.	 Serial Mediation Models

3.2.1.	 Secure Attachment Style as the inde-
pendent variable

The first serial mediation model examined the re-
lationship between a secure attachment style and 
maternal-fetal attachment, with alexithymia and 
depressive symptoms as mediators. The overall mod-
el was statistically significant, F(3, 250) = 48.76, 
p < .001, explaining 23% of the variance in mater-
nal-fetal attachment (R² = .23). The total effect of 
secure attachment on maternal-fetal attachment was 
significant (c = 0.47; SE = 0.09; t = 5.24; p < .001). 
Secure attachment significantly predicted lower lev-
els of alexithymia (a₁ = -0.38; SE = 0.07; t = -5.43; 
p < .001). Alexithymia was a significant positive pre-
dictor of depressive symptoms (d₂₁ = 0.52; SE = 0.06; 
t = 8.67; p < .001), and negatively predicted mater-
nal-fetal attachment (b₁ = -0.30; SE = 0.06; t = -5.00; 
p < .001). In addition, depressive symptoms had 
a significant negative effect on maternal-fetal attach-
ment (b₂ = -0.29; SE = 0.05; t = -5.61; p < .001). 
After accounting for the mediators, the direct effect of 
secure attachment on maternal-fetal attachment was 
no longer significant (c’ = 0.12; SE = 0.07; t = 1.69; 
p = .09), indicating full mediation. The indirect effect 
through alexithymia and depressive symptoms was 
statistically significant (point estimate = 0.12; 95% 
BCa CI [0.06, 0.19]).

3.2.2.	 Anxious Attachment Style as the inde-
pendent variable

The second model investigated the mediating role 
of alexithymia and depressive symptoms in the rela-
tionship between an anxious attachment style and 
maternal-fetal attachment. The model was signifi-
cant, F(3, 250) = 51.29, p < .001, accounting for 
45% of the variance in maternal-fetal attachment 
(R² = .45). The total effect of anxious attachment on 
maternal-fetal attachment was significant (c = -0.55; 
SE = 0.08; t = -6.87; p < .001). Anxious attachment 
significantly predicted higher alexithymia levels 
(a₁ = 0.44; SE = 0.08; t = 5.63; p < .001). Alex-
ithymia was positively associated with depressive 

symptoms (d₂₁ = 0.50; SE = 0.07; t = 7.39; p < .001) 
and negatively associated with maternal-fetal attach-
ment (b₁ = -0.31; SE = 0.05; t = -5.44; p < .001). 
Depressive symptoms also negatively affected mater-
nal-fetal attachment (b₂ = -0.28; SE = 0.06; t = -4.91; 
p < .001). After including the mediators, the direct 
effect of anxious attachment was no longer statis-
tically significant (c’ = -0.13; SE = 0.07; t = -1.81; 
p = .07), indicating full mediation. The indirect effect 
through alexithymia and depressive symptoms was 
statistically significant (point estimate = -0.15; 95% 
BCa CI [-0.23, -0.08]).

3.2.3.	 Avoidant Attachment Style as the  inde-
pendent variable

The third model tested the mediating effect of alex-
ithymia and depressive symptoms in the relationship 
between an avoidant attachment style and mater-
nal-fetal attachment. This model was statistically 
significant, F(3, 250) = 49.32, p < .001, explaining 
34% of the variance in maternal-fetal attachment 
(R² = .34). The total effect of avoidant attachment 
was significant (c = -0.51; SE = 0.08; t = -6.38; 
p < .001). Avoidant attachment significantly predict-
ed higher alexithymia (a₁ = 0.37; SE = 0.09; t = 4.23; 
p < .001). Alexithymia positively predicted depressive 
symptoms (d₂₁ = 0.51; SE = 0.06; t = 7.39; p < .001) 
and negatively predicted maternal-fetal attachment 
(b₁ = -0.32; SE = 0.05; t = -4.96; p < .001). Depressive 
symptoms also had a significant negative impact on 
maternal-fetal attachment (b₂ = -0.26; SE = 0.05; 
t = -5.08; p < .001). After including the mediators, 
the direct effect of avoidant attachment style was no 
longer significant (c’ = -0.14; SE = 0.07; t = -1.99; 
p = .05), indicating full mediation. The indirect effect 
through alexithymia and depressive symptoms was 
statistically significant (point estimate = -0.14; 95% 
BCa CI [ -0.21, -0.07]).

Discussion

The aim of the present study was to explore a model 
in which maternal attachment styles function as 
predictors of maternal-fetal attachment, with alexithy-

81Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025  |

Maternal attachment styles and maternal-fetal attachment: The serial mediation role of alexithymia...



mia and depressive symptoms serving as mediators. 
The results indicate that attachment styles – secure, 
anxious, and avoidant – shape prenatal attachment, 
and their effects are mediated by alexithymia and 
depressive symptoms.

Research on attachment styles highlights their 
importance for the development of the maternal-fe-
tal bond and more broadly, for the transition into 
motherhood. In this study, insecure attachment 
styles (anxious and avoidant) were negatively asso-
ciated with maternal-fetal attachment, whereas the 
secure style acted as a protective factor, facilitating 
the formation of a strong emotional bond with the 
unborn child. These findings are consistent with 
previous research showing that a secure attachment 
style is linked to better emotional functioning and 
regulation, which supports prenatal bonding (Mc-
Donald, 2021; Matthies et al., 2020).

One possible explanation for these findings is 
that women with a secure attachment style draw on 
internalized representations of safe and supportive 
caregivers, fostering a sense of emotional security that 
enables connection with the fetus. Their ability to 
mentally simulate a responsive and nurturing caregiver 
may reinforce positive expectations about their future 
maternal role. In contrast, women with an anxious 
attachment style often experience heightened fears 
about the stability of their romantic relationships and 
seek constant reassurance from their partners (Simpson 
et al., 2003). This preoccupation with interpersonal 
concerns may drain emotional resources away from the 
fetus, hindering the development of a deep prenatal 
bond. Similarly, women with an avoidant attachment 
style, who typically suppress emotional needs and avoid 
closeness, may struggle to emotionally engage with 
pregnancy. Their tendency to minimize dependency 
and emotional expression may lead to a distanced 
attitude toward pregnancy and limited emotional in-
volvement with the unborn child. This detachment may 
also impair postnatal sensitivity and responsiveness, 
which are crucial for early mother-infant interactions 
(Walsh et al., 2014; Zhang, 2021).

The results also revealed strong associations be-
tween attachment styles and levels of alexithymia. 
Mothers with a secure attachment style exhibited 
lower levels of alexithymia, suggesting better emo-

tional recognition and expression. This aligns with 
previous studies showing that securely attached 
individuals are more emotionally aware and better 
able to manage affective states (Ferraro & Taylor, 
2021), thus enabling greater emotional involvement 
during pregnancy. In contrast, women with insecure 
attachment styles – both anxious and avoidant-dis-
played higher levels of alexithymia, indicating diffi-
culties in identifying, understanding, and expressing 
emotions. These findings are consistent with prior 
research linking insecure attachment to heightened 
alexithymic traits (Zhang et al., 2024). Such emo-
tional difficulties may limit emotional expression 
and disrupt interpersonal connections, negatively 
affecting maternal-fetal attachment.

Consistent with earlier findings (Mangialavori 
et al., 2024; Ierardi et al., 2022), the present results 
confirm a negative association between high alex-
ithymia and maternal-fetal attachment. Difficulties 
in recognizing and expressing emotions may hinder 
a mother’s ability to form a mental representation of 
the baby and experience the affective states necessary 
for bonding. Alexithymia may function as a secondary 
defense mechanism, protecting against overwhelming 
emotional experiences while simultaneously limiting 
the ability to process them constructively (Messina et 
al., 2014). During pregnancy, this mechanism may 
operate as an „emotional shield,” dampening unpleasant 
feelings but also weakening the ability to form a con-
nection with the fetus. In this context, alexithymia 
reflects not only deficits in emotional processing but 
also a barrier to psychological adaptation to pregnancy. 
In the current study, alexithymia served as a mediator 
weakening maternal-fetal attachment, especially among 
mothers with insecure attachment styles.

The study also revealed strong links between 
attachment styles and depressive symptoms. Mothers 
with anxious and avoidant attachment styles exhib-
ited higher levels of depressive symptoms, consistent 
with literature showing that insecure styles increase 
vulnerability to depression (Dagan et al., 2018; Mu-
ris et al., 2001). For women with an anxious style, 
chronic stress related to concerns about relationship 
stability may heighten depressive symptoms (Zhang, 
2021). Similarly, avoidantly attached mothers are 
vulnerable to depression, likely due to their tendency 
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toward emotional withdrawal and avoidance of inti-
macy ( Jones et al., 2015). The emotional distancing 
characteristic of avoidant attachment may prevent 
full engagement in the prenatal relationship, deep-
ening depressive symptoms and increasing emotional 
distance from the fetus.

Perinatal depression is often associated with 
sadness, exhaustion, and lack of energy, which can 
obstruct the development of an emotional bond with 
the fetus. Low motivation and reduced emotional 
engagement may hinder bonding behaviors such as 
imagining life with the baby or responding to fetal 
movements (Lutkiewicz & Bidzan, 2022). Women 
experiencing perinatal depression may also hold 
negative beliefs about their parenting abilities, their 
future with the child, and their capacity to provide 
care. These self-perceptions, driven by low self-esteem, 
can lead to emotional withdrawal and intensify the 
distance from the unborn child. In this framework, 
depression functions as an additional mediator, am-
plifying the negative impact of emotional difficulties.

The finding of full serial mediation suggests that 
alexithymia and depressive symptoms are key vari-
ables explaining the impact of attachment styles on 
maternal-fetal attachment. Once both mediators are 
accounted for, the direct effect of attachment style be-
comes non-significant. This means that women with 
insecure attachment styles struggle to form prenatal 
bonds primarily due to limited emotional awareness 
and regulation, which in turn increases depressive 
symptoms. These two factors act as successive links 
in a chain weakening maternal-fetal attachment.

For secure attachment styles, mediation through 
alexithymia and depressive symptoms was also 
observed. However, mothers with a secure attach-

ment style exhibited significantly lower levels of 
emotional difficulties. This mediation suggests 
that although emotional processes still play a role 
in shaping prenatal bonding, these women are less 
likely to experience problems in emotional process-
ing and are less susceptible to depression, which 
facilitates stronger attachment. This highlights the 
protective role of psychological mechanisms such 
as emotional recognition and regulation in securely 
attached women.

These findings carry important implications for 
clinical practice and the organization of psycho-
logical care for pregnant women. They point to the 
need for early identification of women with insecure 
attachment styles, alexithymic traits, and depressive 
symptoms, as these factors pose a significant risk to 
the development of maternal-fetal bonding. Incorpo-
rating screening for attachment styles and emotional 
competencies into routine prenatal care may enable 
more accurate identification of women in need of 
psychological support. Furthermore, the development 
and implementation of preventive and interventional 
programs aimed at enhancing emotional awareness, 
emotion recognition and expression skills, and mood 
regulation may help strengthen prenatal attachment. 
Such interventions, delivered by trained psycholo-
gists or midwives, can be integrated into prenatal 
education. Additionally, considering attachment 
style in working with pregnant women may help 
healthcare providers adopt a more personalized 
approach, fostering trust and enhancing emotional 
safety during pregnancy. Thus, the findings support 
the integration of psychological components into 
perinatal care as an essential element in promoting 
maternal and infant health.
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Spousal attachment style and the level of marital satisfaction 
in parents of preschool and early school children in rural and 
urban settings1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/62P_marm.pdf

https://doi.org/10.34766/j4e7zd39

Małgorzata Marmolaa , Anna Wańczyk-Welca

a �Małgorzata Marmola, https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2915-8891, Institute of Psychology, University of Rzeszów, Poland
b �Anna Wańczyk-Welc, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4743-1049, Institute of Psychology, University of Rzeszów, Poland
 �Corresponding author: marmola@ur.edu.pl

Abstract: The article addresses the issues of relationships between spousal attachment style and marital satisfaction in spouses living in rural and urban settings 
and raising at least one preschool-age or early school-age child. Research was conducted among 131 married couples (262 individuals), using the Attachment 
Styles Questionnaire by Mieczysław Plopa and the Well-Matched Marriage Questionnaire developed by Mieczysław Plopa and Jan Rostowski. The results indicated 
significant relationships between secure spousal attachment style and overall marital satisfaction level and a relationship between avoidant style and a high 
level of disappointment in marriage.
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Introduction

A review of the literature on attachment indicates 
that in recent years there has been a growing interest 
in the significance of close bonds in interpersonal 
relationships, not only in childhood but also in 
different periods of human development (Plopa, 
2011; Rostowski, 2003). Scholars have been looking 
for mechanisms explaining the formation of close 
bonds in adulthood (Karbowa-Płowens, 2019). 
Accordingly, attachment can be treated as a proto-
type of adult social relationships, and a favorable 
attachment pattern in childhood probably results in 
plasticity to new relationships and experiences. It can 
therefore be assumed that the affective regulation 
pattern in early childhood relations with the caregiver 
constitutes the emotional basis and, consequently, 
a kind of prototype for self-regulation in adult life 
(Goldberg, 2000; Plopa, 2014), especially in marital 
relationships. The present study aimed to investigate 
the relationship between spousal attachment style and 

satisfaction with different dimensions of the marital 
relationship: intimacy, self-fulfillment, similarity, 
and disappointment.

1.	Spousal attachment

The attachment theory has enjoyed interest for years, 
particularly among developmental psychologists. 
Its author, John Bowlby (2016), defined attachment 
as a bond with an individual of the same species and 
posited that it had a biological basis. It can therefore 
be assumed that the bonds between a child and 
their primary caregiver, most often the mother, are 
manifestations of behavioral system activity, resulting 
in the child’s need for closeness with the mother. 
Bowlby (2016) treats it as a genetically determined 
and primordially rooted need. From the evolution-
ary perspective, genetically programmed behavior 
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patterns or predispositions to learn them in the 
course of first social interactions are activated early 
in individuals of various species, which is related to 
the adaptive function of bonds and to the role of 
early experiences in the development of individuals’ 
resources (Goldberg, 2000). Thus, attachment is a be-
havior system that organizes an individual’s feelings 
towards the caregiver in childhood and may induce 
many positive emotions (Taylor, 2019). Based on 
these early experiences, the child develops an internal 
operating model, which is a mental representation of 
the predicted course of interactions with the people 
around them. From the moment of its emergence, 
the model becomes a template for social bonds that 
is used in the subsequent stages of development.

Research on attachment concerns mainly the 
mother-child dyad (Włodarczyk, 2016). It leads to 
the conclusion that breaking the emotional bond with 
the mother or the lack of such a bond causes negative 
and essentially irreversible outcomes for the child’s 
development (Czub, 2003). The loss of maternal care 
results in mental anguish and pain, which the child 
may show with their behavior, through crying, violent 
protests, and refusal to accept caregivers other than 
the mother (Marchwicki, 2004, 2006).

Based on observations concerning the moth-
er-child relationship, simultaneously considering the 
quality of this relationship and the mother’s sensitivity 
and availability when the child signals his or her 
needs, Mary Ainsworth (2015) distinguished three 
attachment styles. The secure style is characterized by 
trust in the object of attachment, which stems from 
the object’s availability in the areas of sensitivity in 
situations when the child experiences discomfort. 
The anxious-ambivalent style develops when the 
child experiences uncertainty about the mother’s/
caregiver’s availability; it then produces what is calle 
“hypervigilance,” a lowered sense of security, and 
separation anxiety, which can manifest itself even 
in situations when the mother is available. Finally, 
the avoidant style is associated with experiencing 
the unavailability of the object of attachment or 
the object’s insensitivity in situations of threat or 
an unsatisfied need. Such situations activate defense 
mechanisms and, consequently, lead to the avoidance 
of close contact as a form of protection against being 

hurt. In this case, separation does not have to trigger 
negative emotions (Plopa, 2008). The avoidant style 
develops when the caregivers are indifferent and 
uncommitted. The child develops a belief that he or 
she is not worthy of love, that other people are not 
particularly available, and that contacts with them 
lead to failure and frustration (Adamczyk, 2016). 
The described attachment styles explain the signif-
icance of trust and security in social relationships 
and generalize an individual’s internal expectations 
regarding how to function in interactions with others. 
In this context, it is reasonable to assert that a specific 
attachment style formed in childhood as a prototype 
of interpersonal relationships serves as a foundation 
for intimate relationships in adulthood. Naturally, it 
should be noted that this relational prototype may 
undergo modifications throughout subsequent life 
stages as a result of new experiences. Moreover, adult 
romantic relationships possess a distinct specificity, 
as they are based on mutuality and the reciprocal 
exchange of caregiving without the necessity of the 
partner’s physical presence (Byra & Parchoniuk, 
2015). Different attachment styles either support 
or disrupt interpersonal behaviors in adulthood and 
become particularly salient in the context of partners’ 
functioning within a romantic relationship and their 
perceived relationship satisfaction.

Marta Komorowska-Pudło (2016) analyzed 
previous studies, paying special attention to the 
significance of upbringing styles for individuals’ 
development; her analysis indicates that the secure 
attachment style is associated with a high sense of 
security later in life, higher self-esteem, trust, emo-
tional maturity, openness to others, and the belief 
that one can count on and receive help from others. 
The anxious-ambivalent style results in a lowered 
sense of security, heightened vigilance, lower self-es-
teem, shyness, withdrawal, and susceptibility to stress. 
The avoidant style leads to difficulties in relations 
with others later in life, uncertainty, irritability, 
and impulsiveness. Thus, childhood is the period 
when a person develops their characteristic matrix 
of conduct and a characteristic pattern of how they 
treat themselves. The experience of being treated like 
an object by others leads to the loss of independence 
and limits the sense of freedom (Ryś, 2014).
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Bowlby assumed that this early childhood attach-
ment to a parent or caregiver might have an effect 
on bonds in adult life, which means a tendency for 
the attachment patterns that develop between adult 
partners in romantic relationships to be similar to 
those that previously existed between the mother 
or a different caregiver and the child (as cited in 
Karbowa-Płowens, 2019; Liberska & Suwalska, 
2011; Malina, 2011; Suwalska-Barancewicz, 2016a). 
The experience of attachment can be an important 
element in the formation of personal resources (Gold-
berg, 2000), especially personal openness, and other 
broadly defined social behaviors.

The concept of attachment became the basis for 
the understanding of adults’ love and loneliness, 
based on the assumption that the depth of this lone-
liness was influenced by the history of attachment 
relationships in childhood (Shaver & Hazan, 1987), 
and love began to be treated as an attachment pro-
cess. This means that romantic relationships are 
governed by mechanisms similar to those governing 
the infant-mother relationship, which leads to the 
conclusion that adults also feel secure and display 
creative behaviors when their partner is available 
and sensitive to their needs. A romantic partner 
is a source of security and protection and provides 
a sense of comfort.

Chris Fraley and Phillip Shaver (2000) adapted 
the attachment patterns defined by Mary Ainsworth 
to describe different styles of love in adults – namely, 
individual differences in thinking, feeling, and be-
having in romantic relationships. In their opinion, 
there are three types of attachment here as well: 
avoidant attachment – associated with a lack of 
comfort in closeness with the partner, difficulties 
in showing complete trust in the partner, and a lack 
of consent to complete dependence on him of her; 
secure attachment – leading to the experience of 
satisfaction with the close relationship and to the 
acceptance of behaviors aimed at greater intimacy; 
and anxious-ambivalent attachment – associated with 
the feeling that the partner does not show willingness 
to enter into the expected intimate relationship, 
which leads to irritation and to undermining the 
partner’s positive feelings and his or her desire to 
be in a close relationship.

The research conducted by Blanka Chrobaczyńs-
ka (2018) indicated a correlation between secure 
attachment style and the character of the marital 
relationship, assessed in terms of features such as 
intimacy, passion, commitment, and spouse depre-
cation. The results showed that there were significant 
relationships between secure spousal attachment 
style and the levels of marital intimacy, passion, 
and commitment. However, this relationship was 
not confirmed for depreciation. Significant associ-
ations between insecure attachment style and the 
characteristics of the marital relationship were not 
found, either.

In turn, a study conducted by Alicja Malina 
and Dorota Suwalska-Barancewicz (2017) revealed 
statistically significant relationships between the 
anxious-ambivalent attachment style and life satis-
faction (r = -.199; p = .027). It was found that as the 
intensity of the anxious-ambivalent attachment style 
increased, participants’ life satisfaction decreased.

2.	Marital satisfaction 
and its determinants

Marriage is a unique and at the same time the most 
important subsystem of the family system, composed 
of adults from two different families of origin who 
have decided to start a relationship with each other 
in order to live together (Plopa, 2008). It is usually 
a lasting relationship, and at the same time a dy-
namic one that develops through interactions, the 
performance of tasks, and striving towards certain 
values (Krok, 2015).

Marital satisfaction is the case when both the 
man and the woman feel happy and are satisfied with 
each other (Zadeh & Tabrizi, 2014). It is, however, 
not an easy concept to define, and it is described 
using terms such as marital quality, marital adjust-
ment, marital success, and a well-matched marriage 
(Bukalski, 2013; Stanley et al., 2012). In the Polish 
context, Jan Rostowski (2009) is particularly note-
worthy for having proposed, as early as the 1980s, the 
concept of a well-matched marriage, which refers to 
successful or unsuccessful marital life across various 
dimensions, including love, commitment, intimacy, 
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similarity, attractiveness, sexual relations, having 
children, and partner selection motives. Accord-
ing to Maria Ryś (2004), communication between 
spouses must not be overlooked. She emphasizes 
that high-quality relationships are characterized 
by strong closeness – emotional and intellectual – 
as well as closeness related to the performance of 
everyday tasks and shared activities. Furthermore, 
the quality of communication between partners is 
associated with attachment style. Research has shown 
that individuals with a secure attachment style are 
perceived as supportive and communicatively en-
gaged partners who are less likely to be demeaning 
(Suwalska-Barancewicz & Malina, 2018).

Marital quality can be assessed on several dimen-
sions. Mieczysław Plopa and Jan Rostowski (2008) 
proposed four dimensions: intimacy, self-fulfillment, 
similarity, and disappointment. Intimacy is the first 
dimension contributing to marital quality. It consists 
in satisfaction with being in a close relationship based 
on openness, mutual trust, and honesty. This kind of 
intimate relationship is based on true love and mo-
tivates the spouses to care for it in order to be happy 
in it. The second dimension is self-fulfillment, which 
means that in marriage it is possible to fulfill oneself 
and be oneself and to have one’s own values, beliefs 
and personal life plans, and that performing marital 
and family roles does not collide with this. On the 
contrary, it becomes a way to live a fulfilling and 
happy life. The third dimension is similarity, which 
indicates a high degree of agreement between the 
partners. The spouses are able to define their impor-
tant marital and family goals together and without 
conflict; the goals include the ways of bringing up 
children, family traditions, spending free time, or 
setting family boundaries. They can specify how to 
develop their relationship in a satisfying manner and 
share their household duties. The last dimension is 
disappointment, associated with a sense of failure in 
life caused by entering into a marriage perceived as 
limiting the individual’s autonomy. In such a marriage, 
thoughts about divorce appear frequently; the spouses 
avoid each other and experience no pleasure of being 
together; consequently, they feel increasingly less 
responsible for their relationship. The study by Anna 
Wańczyk-Welc and Małgorzata Marmola (2020) 

demonstrates a correlation between the quality of 
the marital relationship and the functioning of the 
family of origin. The experience of growing up in 
a family of origin that guarantees a sense of autonomy, 
is coherent, communicates properly, and has a sense of 
identity becomes a condition of high marital quality 
in adult life. This suggests the repetition of certain 
patterns, which has an effect on performing family 
and marital roles in specific ways.

Graham Spanier and Robert Lewis (1980), who 
are considered precursors of marital quality research, 
pointed to partners’ sense of integration, satisfaction, 
adjustment, and communication as elements that the 
marital relationship rests on. According to Maria 
Braun-Gałkowska (1992), it is possible to identify 
the factors that contribute to a successful marital 
relationship, which simultaneously determine its 
quality. According to the author, these include fac-
tors that operate prior to marriage, such as marital 
maturity and partner selection, as well as factors that 
operate during the course of marriage – both internal 
and external to the relationship itself. Awareness of 
these factors can support intentional actions aimed 
at ensuring the longevity of the relationship, fostering 
satisfaction, and promoting marital happiness. Research 
by Renata Doniec (2001) indicates that the most 
important factors contributing to marital success are 
mutual understanding, tolerance, and love, as they 
foster effective communication and thus help prevent 
conflicts and dysfunctional interpersonal interactions.

The research conducted by Mieczysław Plopa 
(2008) indicates that the motives for partner selection 
are crucial for relationship satisfaction and marital 
stability. Long-lasting marriages were typically based 
on love and the desire to have a family; for wives, the 
partner’s character was particularly important, while for 
husbands, sexual satisfaction played a more significant 
role. The author concluded that stable marriages more 
often relied on values such as love and shared interests, 
whereas in unsuccessful relationships, these values 
were of lesser importance. A higher level of marital 
satisfaction was also observed among individuals 
who had good relationships with their mothers (the 
relationship with the father did not show significant 
correlations). Additionally, material resources were 
found to be a factor associated with marital satisfaction.
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The findings highlight the role of partner person-
ality traits as determinants of marital success. Andrzej 
Dakowicz (2014) highlights temperamental traits, 
attitudes, and self-image as predictors of both high 
and low relationship quality. Maria Braun-Gałkows-
ka (1992) identifies the maturity and activity of 
the spouses as the primary determinants of marital 
success – factors that require continuous effort and 
daily commitment from both partners in order to 
nurture marital love – while personality similarity 
is considered of lesser importance. A good marriage 
involves supporting the partner (Dakowicz & Dako
wicz, 2021), which increases individuals’ marital 
satisfaction and psychological well-being (Karakose, 
2022). Marital satisfaction may also depend on good 
communication between the spouses (Dakowicz 
& Dakowicz, 2021; Omoboye, Eneh, Titor-Addingi, 
2024; Plopa, 2008; Rostowska, 2001). An effective 
way of communicating means active exchange of 
information, reflects commitment and represents 
the emotional climate in the relationship (expressing 
the feeling of love) and the levels of trust, support, 
concern, and respect for the partner; it also favors the 
quicker resolution of conflicts and generally reduces 
them (Dakowicz, 2014; Taggart et al., 2019).

A review of studies on marital satisfaction con-
ducted by Lila Fotovate and Zahra Khezri (2018) 
indicates that a successful marriage positively influ-
ences the psychological well-being of spouses. Greater 
satisfaction may result from the use of mindfulness 
techniques and spending quality time together. Cer-
tain aspects of premarital sexuality were also found 
to be related to relationship quality: cohabitation 
before marriage influenced marital quality, whereas 
its effect on relationship stability was limited.

Very interesting results were obtained in cross-cul-
tural research conducted in 33 countries (Dobrowol-
ska et al., 2020). It turned out that greater marital 
satisfaction was associated with a smaller number of 
negative experiences in the relationship, better com-
munication, high mutual support and advice in the 
dyad, fewer symptoms of stress, and generally better 
health. Regardless of culture, men were more satisfied 
with marriage (which resulted from the unequal 
division of duties, including childcare). Satisfaction 
also varied depending on the stage of marriage and 

spouses’ age and correlated negatively with their 
socioeconomic status. Moreover, the authors of 
the study pointed out the different perception of 
the roles of the family and spouses in collectivistic 
cultures – in such cultures, satisfaction was derived 
from living in multigenerational homes, where all 
family members lived together, helped one another, 
and were loyal to and cooperated with one another. 
In individualistic cultures, by contrast, marriage was 
perceived as satisfying when it contributed to the 
autonomy and independence of husband and wife. 
Marital satisfaction was also positively correlated 
with religiosity. From a cross-cultural perspective, 
marital satisfaction was found not to be significantly 
related to the number of children (this relationship 
is probably moderated by other variables) and to 
spouses’ level of education.

The research conducted by Amber Jarnecke and 
Susan South (2013) suggested that there was an 
intergenerational transmission of marital satisfac-
tion, which meant that parents’ marital satisfaction 
translated into that of their adult child. However, 
the mechanisms explaining this phenomenon re-
main relatively unknown. The authors tested the 
role of parent-child attachment orientation and 
romantic relationship attachment orientation as 
mediators in the intergenerational transmission of 
marital satisfaction. The results partially supported 
the mediation effect of parent-child attachment and 
romantic partner attachment on intergenerational 
marital satisfaction transmission, though the effects 
differed depending on gender. In the case of husbands, 
the direct effect of parents’ marital satisfaction on 
respondents’ marital satisfaction partially depended 
on anxious attachment styles. There was no direct 
effect of parents on the marital satisfaction of wives; 
however, there were significant associations between 
parents’ satisfaction and wives’ attachment orientation 
in childhood and adulthood, which in turn influenced 
their marital satisfaction. The results of that study 
allowed for an integrated look at the relationship 
between attachment and marital functioning.

In a 31-year longitudinal study, Eva Klohnen and 
Stephan Bera (1998) investigated attachment styles 
in 52-year-old women with avoidant or secure attach-
ment, considering several factors: life satisfaction, 
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behavior descriptions, personality traits, and self-re-
port. The researchers collected data from women at 
the age of 21, 27, 43, and 52 years. The results from 
these diverse sources of data provided evidence of 
the continuity of behavior and experience patterns 
associated with attachment styles in adulthood. 
Compared to secure attachment style, the avoidant 
style among female respondents was characteristic 
of less happy and less lasting relationships, greater 
defensiveness and sensitivity, distrustful self-reliance, 
and greater interpersonal and emotional distance. 
Research indicated that their environment in child-
hood offered fewer opportunities to develop close 
interpersonal bonds, which translated into a worse 
quality of such bonds in adulthood.

Numerous studies have shown that marital sat-
isfaction is a product of many factors: individual, 
interpersonal, and cultural. Sohrab Zarrin and Mar-
yam Theri (2020) predicted marital satisfaction based 
on communication patterns, attachment styles, and 
psychological resilience, which were found in studies 
to have high predictive value. Based on these variables, 
it is possible to improve relationship quality, since its 
high level correlates with constructive communica-
tion, secure attachment style, and high psychological 
resilience. Marital satisfaction is significantly and 
negatively correlated with anxious attachment style 
and mutual communication avoidance.

Expanding the analysis of marital satisfaction and 
its determinants, it is worth considering an additional 
aspect related to changes in the quality of the marital 
relationship over time. In the initial phase of family 
life, before children are born, spouses tend to perceive 
their shared life as highly satisfying. It is only after 
the birth of the first and subsequent children that 
numerous adjustments become necessary, which may 
lead to a decline in satisfaction due to the demands 
of childcare, lack of time for each other, and, in 
some cases, worsened financial circumstances (Abele 
& Wojciszke, 2018; Weryszko, 2020). A key factor 
that supports the transition from a childless phase to 
parenthood is the attachment style, which is associat-
ed with both declared and perceived partner empathy 
(Kaźmierczak, 2015). According to the findings of 
Alicja Malina and Dorota Suwalska-Barancewicz 
(2017), instrumental support also plays a significant 

role for spouses raising children. The authors describe 
this support as the provision of everyday help with 
childcare and household duties. In this context, the 
importance of emotional bonding tends to decrease, 
thereby changing the nature of the relationship be-
tween partners.

3.	Methodological assumptions 
of the present study

Our study was devoted to the relationship between 
spouses’ attachment styles and their marital satisfac-
tion. The research aim was to examine attachment 
styles and the level of satisfaction in spouses living in 
rural and urban settings, who were at the same time 
parents of preschool and early school children, and to 
determine the relationships between these variables. 
The main problem was the following question: 

	· Are there statistically significant relationships 
between attachment styles in marriage and the 
level of marital satisfaction in spouses living in 
urban and rural settings, bringing up preschool 
and early school children? 

We formulated the following detailed questions:

1.	 What marital attachment styles are found in 
spouses bringing up preschool and early school 
children? Are there significant differences in 
attachment styles between women and men?

2.	 What attachment styles are displayed by spouses 
living in rural and urban settings? Are there sta-
tistically significant differences between spouses 
living in rural and urban settings?

3.	 What is the level of marital satisfaction among 
spouses raising preschool and early school-aged 
children? What level of marital satisfaction is 
reported by wives, and what by husbands?

4.	 What level of marital satisfaction is found in 
spouses living in rural and urban settings? Are 
there statistically significant differences in marital 
satisfaction between spouses living in rural and 
urban settings?
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The following hypotheses were formulated:

	· The main hypothesis of the research: there are 
statistically significant relationships between 
marital attachment styles and the level of marital 
satisfaction among spouses residing in urban and 
rural areas.

Detailed hypotheses resulting from the main hy-
pothesis are: 

1.	 It is assumed that the dominant attachment style 
among the participants is the secure style; that 
the avoidant style occurs more frequently among 
husbands than wives; and that the anxious-am-
bivalent style is more common among wives than 
among men.

2.	 It is assumed that there are significant differences 
in attachment styles between spouses from rural 
and urban areas. Spouses living in rural areas are 
expected to exhibit the secure attachment style 
more often than those from urban areas.

3.	 It is assumed that the studied parents will demon-
strate high levels of marital satisfaction. Wives are 
expected to score higher on the disappointment 
scale, while husbands are expected to score higher 
on intimacy and self-actualization.

4.	 It is presumed that there are statistically signifi-
cant differences in marital satisfaction between 
spouses from rural and urban areas. It is expect-
ed that spouses from urban settings will report 
higher levels of marital disappointment and also 
a higher level of self-actualization than spouses 
from rural areas.

Research was conducted among 131 married couples 
from the Podkarpacie region (a total of 262 individ-
uals, including 65 couples residing in rural areas and 
66 couples living in urban areas). The age of the par-
ticipants ranged from 23 to 57 years, with an average 
age of 37.6 years (men: 24-57 years, M = 39; women: 
23-49 years, M = 36.5). The length of marriage among 
participants ranged from 1 to 35 years, with a mean 
duration of 12 years. Twenty-six participants came 
from single-parent families, while the remainder were 
from two-parent households. The inclusion criterion 

for the study group was that the couples were raising 
at least one child of preschool or early school age. 
The number of children in the participants’ families 
ranged from 1 to 6.

To assess marital attachment styles, the Attach-
ment Styles Questionnaire by Mieczysław Plopa was 
used. This tool identifies three styles of attachment 
to one’s spouse: secure, anxious-ambivalent, and 
avoidant:

1.	 Secure attachment style – is associated with satis-
faction in the relationship with one’s partner, the 
belief that the partner is available in important, 
difficult, or crisis situations, mutual expressions 
of affection and attachment, and communication 
based on openness and mutual trust.

2.	 Anxious-ambivalent attachment style – is charac-
terized by anxiety about the stability of the rela-
tionship, fear of losing the partner, and constant 
worry that the relationship may not be attractive 
or important enough for the partner. This style 
also involves heightened vigilance, often unjusti-
fied, stemming from a lowered sense of security.

3.	 Avoidant attachment style – involves a lack of 
tendency to form close, open relationships with 
the spouse, discomfort when the partner seeks 
closeness, and a preference for clearly defined 
boundaries – whose violation is perceived as 
irritating. Individuals with this style often lack 
spontaneity and openness to intimate dialogue 
(Plopa, 2008).

The questionnaire demonstrates high reliability 
across all dimensions, with a reliability coefficient 
of 0.91 for the secure attachment style, 0.78 for the 
anxious-ambivalent style, and 0.80 for the avoidant 
style. Satisfactory results were also obtained in terms 
of the questionnaire’s validity, which was assessed 
through theoretical validity, analysis of the internal 
structure of the test, examination of intergroup differ-
ences, and criterion validity methods (Plopa, 2008).

To assess the level of marital satisfaction, the Well-
Matched Marriage Questionnaire developed by Miec-
zysław Plopa and Jan Rostowski was used. The ques-
tionnaire allows for the calculation of a general marital 
satisfaction score as well as scores on four subscales:
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1.	 Intimacy – refers to satisfaction with a close re-
lationship with one’s partner, the need to build 
a relationship based on closeness, trust, and 
openness toward the partner, high motivation 
to work on the relationship, and a commitment 
to the partner’s happiness.

2.	 Self-fulfillment – refers to perceiving marriage as 
an opportunity for self-fulfillment, for achieving 
life goals and expressing personal values. Through 
the realization of marital roles, one experiences 
satisfaction from being the person one wants to 
be, and marriage is seen as a path to a happy life.

3.	 Similarity – reflects a high level of agreement be-
tween partners regarding marital and family goals, 
and shared views on developing the relationship, 
spending free time, child-rearing practices, and 
maintaining family traditions.

4.	 Disappointment – reflects a sense of life failure 
due to the marriage, lack of pleasure in being 
with the partner, feelings of restricted autonomy 
and independence, and thoughts of ending the 
relationship (Plopa, 2008).

The applied questionnaire demonstrated satisfactory 
reliability: 0.89 for the Intimacy scale, 0.88 for the 
Disappointment scale, 0.83 for the Self-fulfillment 
scale, and 0.81 for the Similarity scale. Validity testing 
(including theoretical validity, internal structure, 
intergroup differences, and criterion validity) also 
yielded satisfactory results (Plopa, 2008).

For statistical analyses, the Shapiro-Wilk test 
was used to assess the normality of distributions, the 
Mann-Whitney U test was used to assess differences 
between groups, and Spearman’s rho correlation 
coefficient was applied.

4.	Results

Based on the results of the Shapiro-Wilk test, pre-
sented in Table 1., it can be concluded that the 
distributions of scores on both the attachment style 
scales and the marital satisfaction scales deviate 
from normality. Therefore, subsequent analyses 
employed the Mann-Whitney U test and Spearman’s 
rho coefficient.

4.1.	 Respondents’ spousal attachment styles

The attachment styles of the test subjects are shown 
in Table 2. It presents both raw and sten results, along 
with standard deviations – for the entire group under 
study and for the subgroups by gender.

The results presented in Table 2 indicate that 
the highest scores among the surveyed spouses were 
observed in the secure attachment style (high levels 
of relationship satisfaction, expressions of affection 
and attachment, and the belief in the partner’s avail-
ability in difficult situations), average scores were 
recorded for the anxious-ambivalent attachment 
style (moderate levels of concern about relationship 
stability, fear of losing the partner, and vigilance), and 
low scores were found for the avoidant attachment 
style (spouses do not tend to avoid contact with their 
partner). Attention should be drawn to the high 
standard deviation values, which indicate consid-
erable variability in the results, particularly within 
the secure attachment style dimension. The findings 
point to the predominance of the secure attachment 
style in both male and female subgroups. In the case 
of the anxious-ambivalent style, average scores were 
observed in both subgroups; however, statistically 
significant differences were found between men 
and women, with significantly higher scores among 
women. Scores for the avoidant attachment style 
in both subgroups remained within the low range.

Both spouses residing in rural and urban areas 
obtained high scores in the secure attachment style, 
average scores in the anxious-ambivalent style, and 
low scores in the avoidant style (Table 3). No sta-

Table 1. Shapiro-Wilk test values for scales measuring 
attachment styles and marital satisfaction

Scale
Shapiro-Wilk 

Test
Significance

Secure style 0.924  < 0.001

Anxious-ambivalent style 0.990 0.060

Avoidant style 0.928  < 0.001

Intimacy 0.897  < 0.001

Self-fulfillment 0.856  < 0.001

Similarity 0.879  < 0.001

Disappointment 0.948  < 0.001
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Table 3. Differences between subgroups of spouses residing in rural and urban areas in terms of attachment styles

Attachment style

Spouses from rural settings Spouses from urban settings

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Secure 42.80 9.14 8.01 2.02 41.65 11.73 7.73 2.45 8465 0.852

Anxious-ambivalent 24.79 8.48 4.77 2.17 24.09 9.39 4.55 2.33 7969 0.320

Avoidant 18.54 9.26 2.63 2.20 18.94 9.10 2.64 2.23 8848 0.660

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

Table 4. Differences between subgroups of men residing in rural and urban areas in terms of attachment styles

Attachment style

Men from rural settings Men from urban settings

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Secure 41.91 9.32 7.83 2.11 41.81 10.42 7.75 2.26 2170 0.905

Anxious-ambivalent 24.31 8.01 4.72 2.08 22.70 8.75 4.28 2.25 1879 0.221

Avoidant 19.16 9.88 2.81 2.39 18.95 9.09 2.69 2.18 2157 0.954

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

Table 5. Differences between subgroups of women residing in rural and urban areas in terms of attachment styles

Attachment style

Women from the countryside Women from towns and cities

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Secure 43.71 8.85 8.18 1.91 41.51 12.89 7.70 2.62 2087 0.789

Anxious-ambivalent 25.27 8.90 4.82 2.26 25.46 9.79 4.83 2.38 2107 0.861

Avoidant 17.91 8.55 2.45 1.97 18.93 9.11 2.60 2.28 2272 0.560

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

Table 2. Differences between male and female subgroups in terms of attachment styles

Attachment 
style

Total Sample Men Women

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Secure 42.24 10.51 7.87 4.67 41.87 9.87 7.79 2.18 42.62 7.95 7.94 2.31 9192 0.318

Anxious-
ambivalent

24.45 8.94 4.66 2.25 23.52 8.42 4.50 2.17 25.36 9.35 4.82 2.31 9519 0.126

Avoidant 18.74 9.19 2.63 2.21 19.06 9.50 2.74 2.29 18.42 8.84 2.53 2.13 8328 0.680

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

94 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

M. Marmola, A. Wańczyk-Welc



tistically significant differences were found between 
spouses living in rural and urban areas across any of 
the measured attachment styles.

No statistically significant differences were found in 
spousal attachment styles between men residing in rural 
areas and those living in urban areas (Table4). In both 
groups of male participants, relatively high scores 
were observed in the secure attachment style (above 
the 7th sten), scores close to the average (between the 
4th and 5th sten) in the anxious-ambivalent style, and 
low scores (below the 3rd sten) in the avoidant style.

Women living in rural settings scored slightly 
higher on secure style and lower on ambivalent and 
avoidant styles, but these differences were not sta-
tistically significant (Table 5).

4.2.	 Marital satisfaction in spouses

The results of the surveyed spouses in terms of marital 
satisfaction are presented in Table 6, which includes 
raw and standardized (sten) mean scores, standard 
deviations for the entire sample and gender subgroups, 
as well as the Mann-Whitney U test value indicating 
the level of differences between the groups.

The spouses’ scores were in the average range 
on all marital satisfaction scales included in the 
KDM-2. Respondents’ scores were the highest on 
the Similarity scale, measuring harmony between the 
spouses in the pursuit of goals, in defining external 
boundaries, and in cultivating traditions and the 
similarity of their views – the levels of these aspects of 
our respondents’ married life were average. The score 

was the lowest on the Disappointment scale – but 
it was also average, which may mean that there was 
a feeling of disappointment with spousal relations 
and a sense of freedom and autonomy being limited.

Husbands’ and wives’ scores were similar. There 
were no statistically significant differences between 
these groups on any of the KDM-2 scales. It can 
therefore be concluded that husbands and wives had 
a similar level of marital satisfaction. Men’s scores were 
similar on different scales, with the highest score on 
the Intimacy scale (the need to build relations based 
on closeness, trust, and openness and willingness to 
work on the relationship) and the lowest score on 
the Self-Fulfillment scale (the possibility of fulfilling 
oneself, one’s goals, and one’s system of values). In the 
case of women, the score was the highest on the 
Similarity scale (similar views on the development 
of the relationship, similar values and goals) and the 
lowest on the Disappointment scale.

The results summarized in Table 7 indicate that 
spouses residing in rural areas report a slightly higher 
level of marital satisfaction compared to those living 
in urban areas. Minor differences between the groups 
were observed in the overall score as well as in the 
self-fulfillment and disappointment subscales – where 
spouses from urban areas scored higher. However, 
these differences are not statistically significant.

Male respondents’ scores on the scales measur-
ing marital satisfaction were slightly higher in the 
subgroup living in rural settings, but the differences 
between the groups turned out to be statistically 
non-significant (Table 8).

Table 6. Differences between male and female subgroups in terms of marital satisfaction

KDM-2 
scale

Total sample Men Women

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores 

M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Intimacy 30.7 6.33 5.58 2.2 30.6 6.49 5.57 2.3 30.7 6.17 5.6 2.09 8540 0.947

Self-fulfill-
ment 

27.3 4.37 5.32 1.81 27.3 4.45 5.29 1.98 27.2 4.29 5.35 1.62 8554 0.965

Similarity 27.1 5.27 5.66 2.22 27.0 5.48 5.54 2.24 27.2 5.05 5.77 2.19 8609 0.963

Disappoint-
ment

22.5 9.21 5.3 2.29 22.3 8.99 5.55 2.35 22.7 9.43 5.32 2.32 8736 0.800

Total score 122.58 21.6 5.46 2.13 122.74 21.88 5.48 2.21 122.42 21.38 5.51 2.05 8534 0.940

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

95Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025  |

Spousal attachment style and the level of marital satisfaction in parents of preschool and early school children...



Slight differences between wives living in ru-
ral and urban settings were found in scores on the 
Self-fulfillment and Disappointment scales. Women 
from towns and cities reported a lower level of marital 

self-fulfillment and a higher level of marital disap-
pointment – indicating a stronger sense that marriage 
limited their freedom and autonomy. However, these 
differences are not statistically significant (Table 9).

Table 8. Differences in marital satisfaction between subgroups of men residing in rural and urban areas

KDM-2 scale

Men from rural settings Men from urban settings

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Intimacy 31.07 5.61 5.58 2.13 30.20 7.26 5.56 2.46 2131 0.950

Self-fulfillment 27.68 3.66 5.32 1.77 26.98 5.12 5.25 2.18 2111 0.877

Similarity 27.67 4.39 5.73 2.05 26.29 6.35 5.34 2.39 1948 0.365

Disappointment 21.38 7.69 5.48 2.04 23.29 10.07 5.62 2.31 2261 0.591

Total score 125.27 18.05 5.53 1.99 120.09 25.01 5.44 2.34 1975 0.435

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

Table 9. Differences in marital satisfaction between subgroups of women residing in rural and urban areas

KDM-2 scale

Women from rural settings Women from urban settings

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Intimacy 30.80 5.22 5.61 1.82 30.51 6.99 5.58 2.34 2218 0.738

Self-fulfillment 27.73 3.66 5.36 1.42 26.66 4.78 5.34 1.81 1921 0.300

Similarity 27.26 4.17 5.71 1.79 27.08 5.81 5.83 2.53 2259 0.600

Disappointment 21.48 8.02 5.27 2.11 24.01 10.51 5.36 2.52 2372 0.296

Total score 124.23 18.14 5.49 1.79 120.58 24.11 5.53 2.30 2072 0.737

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.

Table 7. Differences in marital satisfaction between subgroups of participants residing in rural and urban areas

KDM-2 scale

Spouses from rural settings Spouses from urban settings

raw scores sten scores raw scores sten scores

M SD M SD M SD M SD U p

Intimacy 30.93 5.42 5.59 1.98 30.35 7.12 5.57 2.40 8699 0.843

Self-fulfillment 27.71 3.66 5.34 1.61 26.82 4.96 5.29 2.00 8077 0.411

Similarity 27.46 4.29 5.72 1.93 26.69 6.09 5.59 2.47 8408 0.780

Disappointment 21.43 7.85 5.38 2.08 23.66 10.30 5.49 2.42 9262 0.264

Total score 124.75 18.10 5.51 1.9 120.34 24.56 5.48 2.32 8078 0.414

Legend: U – Mann-Whitney U test; p – significance level; M – arithmetic mean; SD – standard deviation.
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4.3.	 Relationships between attachment styles 
and marital satisfaction

To determine the relationships between the var-
iables, we computed rho-Spearman’s correlation 
coefficients, both for the total sample and for the 
groups distinguished according to gender and place 
of residence (Table 10).

The analysis of correlation coefficients revealed 
relatively strong and highly significant positive as-
sociations of secure spousal attachment style with 
general marital satisfaction and with intimacy and 
similarity scores, its weaker positive association 
with the self-fulfillment score, and its negative 
association with disappointment score (the more 
secure the spousal attachment, the lower the mar-
ital disappointment). Also the avoidant style was 
significantly negatively correlated with marital 
satisfaction total score and with the scores on 
intimacy, similarity, and self-fulfillment as well as 
positively correlated with disappointment score. 
Weaker associations were found in the case of 
anxious-ambivalent style: with overall marital 
satisfaction and intimacy and similarity scores 
(positive) and with disappointment (negative).

In the male group, we found significant corre-
lations of secure and avoidant spousal attachment 
styles with marital satisfaction scales and overall 
score on that satisfaction (Table 11). The strongest 
correlations were those of secure style with overall 
marital satisfaction score (ρ = .661; p < .001) and 
with intimacy score (ρ = .616, p < .001). These 
correlations were positive, which means the more 
secure the spousal attachment, the higher the general 
marital satisfaction and the sense of intimacy in mar-
riage. We also found a negative correlation between 
secure style and disappointment (the more secure 
the spousal attachment, the less disappointment 
there was with the marital relationship). Also avoid-
ant style correlated with disappointment, but in 
this case the correlation was positive (ρ = .623, 
p < .001). The remaining correlations of that style 
with marital satisfaction scales were negative: the 
higher the avoidance score, the lower the scores on 
the Intimacy, Similarity, and Self-fulfillment scales 
and the lower the overall level of marital satisfaction. 
Only two weak correlations were found in the case 
of anxious-ambivalent style – a positive correlation 
with disappointment score and a negative correla-
tion with marital satisfaction overall score.

Table 10. Correlations between attachment styles and marital satisfaction scales for the total sample

Attachment style
KDM-2 scale

Intimacy Self-fulfillment Similarity Disappointment Total score

Secure 0.665*** 0.377*** 0.575*** -0.539*** 0.676***

Anxious-ambivalent -0.219** -0.032 -0.183* 0.352** -0.208*

Avoidant -0.498*** -0.217** -0.415*** 0.634*** -0.551***

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.

Table 11. Correlations between attachment styles and marital satisfaction scales in male and female subgroups

Scale
Men Women 

I S P R WO I S P R WO

SB 0.616*** 0.392*** 0.534*** -0.634*** 0.616*** 0.679*** 0.282*** 0.564*** -0.631*** 0.658***

SLA -0.270** -0.026 -0.263** 0.289*** -0.270** -0.310*** -0.032 -0.257** 0.356*** -0.289***

SU -0.527*** -0.311*** -0.470*** 0.623*** -0.527*** -0.606*** -0.232** -0.489*** 0.618*** -0.612***

Legend: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; SB – secure attachment style; SLA – anxious-ambivalent attachment style; SU – avoid-
ant attachment style; I – intimacy; S – self-fulfillment; P – similarity; R – disappointment; WO – overall marital satisfaction score.
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In the female group, more significant and strong 
correlations can be observed between attachment 
styles and marital satisfaction. As in the case of men, 
the strongest correlations were found between secure 
spousal attachment and intimacy score (ρ = .679, 
p < .001), overall score (ρ = .658, p < .001), and 
disappointment (ρ=–.631, p < .001) – in the last 
case, the correlation was negative, indicating an 
inversely proportional relationship between the 
variables. The correlation with similarity score was 
not much weaker. Similar correlation coefficients 
were observed in the case of avoidant style, which 
correlated positively with disappointment and neg-
atively with the remaining marital satisfaction scales 
and with marital satisfaction overall score. Also in the 
case of anxious-ambivalent style there were weaker 
but statistically significant associations with intima-
cy, similarity, and disappointment scores and with 
marital satisfaction total score.

Among respondents living in rural settings, correla-
tion analysis also revealed relatively strong statistically 
significant correlations of secure and avoidant styles 
with marital satisfaction scales and with marital sat-
isfaction overall score. The strongest correlation was 
found between avoidant style and disappointment 
(ρ = .641, p < .001), and it was a positive one, which 
means the higher the score on avoidance, the higher 
the level of marital disappointment. There was a rel-
atively strong negative correlation between avoidant 
style and overall marital satisfaction (the higher the 
score on avoidant style, the higher the level of marital 
satisfaction) and a positive correlation between secure 
style score and overall marital satisfaction. The fewest 
statistically significant correlations were found between 
anxious-ambivalent style and marital satisfaction scales 

– only disappointment was correlated with this style, 
and in the case of overall marital satisfaction score 
there was a weak negative correlation.

In the case of respondents living in urban set-
tings, the relationships were the strongest between 
secure style and intimacy as well as marital satisfac-
tion total score. Significant relationships were also 
found between all marital satisfaction scales and 
secure and avoidant styles. Interestingly, in this group, 
also anxious-ambivalent style showed significant 
though rather weak correlations with the Intimacy 
and Similarity scales (negative correlations), with 
the Disappointment scale (positive correlation), 
and with marital satisfaction total score (Table 12).

5.	Discussion of results

Mother-child attachment styles are a model that is 
subsequently used in adulthood for all interpersonal 
relations, including the close ones in marriage. Natu-
rally, the secure, anxious-ambivalent, or avoidant style 
manifesting itself in relations between spouses is not 
an exact copy of the childhood pattern of attachment 
to the caregiver, but it constitutes the foundation 
and the starting point for adult relationships. It may 
therefore have a significant impact on the quality 
of those relationships and the perceived marital 
satisfaction resulting from their quality. This point 
of view contributed to the search for associations 
between attachment styles and martial satisfaction.

The conducted study of married couples did not 
reveal any differences between men and women, nor 
between spouses residing in rural and urban areas, 
in terms of the examined attachment styles or the 

Table 12. Correlation coefficients between attachment styles and marital satisfaction scales in subgroups of 
participants residing in rural and urban areas

Scale
Participants residing in rural areas Participants residing in urban areas

I S P R WO I S P R WO

SB 0.575*** 0.331*** 0.494*** -0.593*** 0.617*** 0.704*** 0.342*** 0.586** -0.632*** 0.682***

SLA -0.223* 0.029 -0.190* 0.322*** -0.261** -0.323*** -0.055 -0.289*** 0.322*** -0.294***

SU -0.548*** -0.238** -0.436*** 0.641*** -0.614*** -0.594*** -0.298*** -0.516*** 0.594*** -0.636***

Legend: *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001; SB – secure attachment style; SLA – anxious-ambivalent attachment style; SU – avoid-
ant attachment style; I – intimacy; S – self-fulfillment; P – similarity; R – disappointment; WO – overall marital satisfaction score.
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specific dimensions of marital satisfaction. Therefore, 
the hypotheses formulated in the methodological 
section that predicted such differences were not 
confirmed. However, the remaining hypotheses re-
garding the relationships between attachment styles 
and marital satisfaction – both the overall result and 
the dimensions of intimacy, self-actualization, simi-
larity, and disappointment – were largely supported.

The collected results indicate that a secure at-
tachment style to one’s spouse is associated with 
a high level of marital satisfaction. In this kind of 
secure relationship, men and women give each other 
trust, honesty, and openness. They build an intimate 
relationship based on love that is worth caring for. 
Such a style protects spouses against disappointment 
and behaviors that lead to the breakdown of their 
marriage – unlike an insecure avoidant style, in the 
case of which the associations are opposite. The latter 
style suggests much lower marital satisfaction, limited 
trust in the partner, incompatibility, conflictive ten-
dencies, and considerable marital disappointment. 
Moreover, in respondents living in urban settings 
the secure style primarily builds intimacy between 
the spouses, whereas in respondents living in the 
countryside it was the avoidant style that was more 
significant, being particularly strongly associated 
with marital disappointment – a sense of failure 
in life caused by marriage, interpreting marriage as 
a limitation of autonomy, and avoiding each oth-
er. Khaled Bedair, Eid Abo Hamza, and Samuel 
Gladding (2020) also found a link between secure 
attachment and marital satisfaction. Similar findings 
were yielded by research conducted in Asian (Huang 
et al., 2020), Arab (Amani & Khosroshahi, 2020), 
Indian (Rosalina et al., 2020), and South American 
cultures (Costa & Mosmann, 2020).

Interestingly, the results of our study indicate 
that marital satisfaction shows the weakest corre-
lations with the anxious-ambivalent attachment 
style. In both the male and female subgroups, as well 
as among participants residing in rural and urban 
areas, negative correlations were observed between 
this attachment style and the overall marital satis-
faction score, as well as the intimacy and similarity 
scales. Additionally, a positive correlation was found 
between the anxious-ambivalent style and the dis-

appointment scale. However, this attachment style 
did not show statistically significant associations 
with the self-fullfilment scale.

The conducted study allows for the conclusion 
that a secure attachment style displayed by spouses is 
associated with a higher level of relationship satisfac-
tion, while insecure attachment styles, particularly the 
avoidant style, are clearly linked to significantly lower 
satisfaction. The weakest association between marital 
satisfaction was observed with the anxious-ambivalent 
attachment style. A similar relationship was established 
by Hanna Liberska and Dorota Suwalska (2011), 
who identified secure attachment as the pattern most 
strongly associated with satisfying relationships.

Summary

Attachment theory continues to serve as a rich source 
of inspiration for a wide spectrum of research, both 
developmental and those centered on marriage and 
family, offering a solid foundation for describing and 
explaining human functioning and interpersonal rela-
tionships, including those within the marital context 
(Suwalska-Barancewicz, 2016b). The present study, 
conducted among married couples living in both rural 
and urban areas, revealed no significant differences 
between these groups in terms of attachment styles 
toward one’s spouse or overall marital satisfaction. 
However, the findings clearly demonstrated that 
specific attachment styles within the marital re-
lationship are significantly correlated with levels 
of marital satisfaction. The associations between 
attachment styles and marital satisfaction described 
in this article require further empirical validation, 
employing diverse research instruments and involv-
ing a broader and more varied sample. In particular, 
the role of the anxious-ambivalent attachment style 
as a model for adult marital relationships remains 
ambiguous, pointing to the necessity of identifying 
potential mediators of these associations.

In conclusion, it is also important to acknowledge 
a limitation of the present study related to the use 
of a self-report instrument, which explicitly refers 
to attachment categories. Although such tools are 
widely used, prior research (e.g., Gallo, Smith, & Ruiz, 
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2003; Stein et al., 2002) suggests that a dimensional 
approach may offer a more nuanced depiction of 
adult attachment. Considering this, future research 
would benefit from incorporating instruments that 

assess attachment along dimensional scales, thereby 
enhancing measurement precision and allowing for 
broader cross-cultural comparisons with studies 
conducted in other countries.
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Abstract: In the context of the increasing digitalization of society, the ways in which early primary school children spend their time are undergoing significant 
transformation, necessitating a thorough analysis of its consequences. Parents play a crucial role in this process by mediating their children’s interactions with 
digital technologies, which has a substantial impact on their cognitive, emotional, and social development. This article presents a detailed examination of 
how various parenting practices, including screen time monitoring, shape children’s engagement with digital media. The aim of this study was to explore the 
relationship between parental attitudes and children’s screen exposure time, as well as the identification of preventive measures most frequently undertaken 
by parents. The study involved 173 participants aged 29 to 44 years (M = 36.56; SD = 3.16; Me = 37), including 127 mothers and 46 fathers of children aged 7 
to 10 years from Podkarpackie Voivodeship in Poland. The research employed the Parental Attitudes Scale (Skala Postaw Rodzicielskich, SPR) by Mieczysław 
Plopa (2008) and a self-constructed questionnaire aimed at collecting data on the number and type of preventive actions taken by parents in the context of 
screen education and children’s screen time. The findings indicate that fathers’ autonomous attitudes are negatively correlated with children’s screen time – 
less autonomy granted by fathers is associated with longer screen exposure. Furthermore, the number of preventive actions taken by mothers is negatively 
correlated with overprotective and inconsistent parental attitudes, suggesting that more protective and inconsistent mothers engage in preventive measures 
less frequently. Conversely, among fathers, an accepting attitude and support for the child’s autonomy (an autonomous attitude) are linked to greater involve-
ment in preventive actions. The qualitative analysis of parental responses suggested that their efforts focus primarily on controlling screen time, highlighting 
the need for further education and support in digital mediation. The study’s conclusions emphasize the importance of parental mediation, media literacy 
education, and the implementation of effective preventive strategies to minimize digital risks.
Keywords: digital prevention, media literacy education, parental attitudes, parental mediation, screen time

Introduction

The continued digitalization of contemporary so-
ciety is profoundly altering the patterns of time 
use among early school-aged children, particularly 
in relation to their engagement in daily activi-
ties. This transformation calls for a comprehen-
sive, multidimensional analysis of its implications 
across the domains of developmental psychology, 
pedagogy, sociology, and neuroscience. Recent 
research underscores the long-term consequences 
of children’s interactions with digital technologies, 
encompassing both the development of cognitive 
abilities and the acquisition of social and emotional 

competencies. Emerging evidence further high-
lights the importance of individual differences – 
including child temperament, family dynamics, and 
parental mediation strategies – in shaping patterns 
of digital media engagement. Parental concerns 
predominantly centre around the amount of time 
children spend on screen-based activities (Canadian 
Paediatric Society, 2019; Christakis, Hale, 2025; 
Globokar, 2018; Hassinger-Das, Brennan, Dore, 
Golinkoff, Hirsh-Pasek, 2020; Kardefelt-Winther, 
2017). A significant number of parents attempt 
to regulate their children’s screen time and voice 
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concerns about potential negative consequences, 
especially with regard to ocular health (Internet 
Matters, 2018; Ofcom, 2023).

However, a growing body of research emphasizes 
that parental mediation – defined as “any strategy 
parents use to control, supervise or interpret media 
content for children” (Warren, 2001, p. 212) – should 
extend beyond time restrictions alone. There is growing 
recognition that the quality of children’s interactions 
with digital media, alongside the proactive involve-
ment of parents as guides and facilitators, constitutes 
a crucial influence on children’s digital experiences. 
Several studies question the efficacy of strict screen time 
restrictions, advocating instead for a more nuanced, 
context-sensitive approach that emphasizes access to 
developmentally appropriate educational content 
and encourages shared media engagement between 
parents and children (Przybylski, Weinstein, 2017). 
The establishment of explicit household guidelines for 
media use – such as setting daily screen time limits, 
implementing device-free routines prior to bedtime, 
and monitoring media content – continues to represent  
a key element of effective parental mediation (Uhls, 
2016). However, evidence suggests that optimal out-
comes are achieved when parents take an active role in 
their children’s digital experiences, co-using devices and 
providing guidance within the media landscape (Ca-
nadian Paediatric Society, 2019; Pyżalski, Klichowski, 
Przybyła, 2014). Modelling healthy technology use 
and fostering self-regulation and media literacy in 
children have therefore become central aims of con-
temporary digital parenting practices (Clark, 2011; 
Valcke, Bonte, De Wever, Rots, 2010). Equally vital 
is the development of parental awareness concerning 
the influence of digital media on everyday life, along-
side a sustained commitment to continuous learning 
within this rapidly evolving landscape (Bębas, Jędrze-
jko, Kasprzak, Szwedzik, Taper, 2017). Moreover, 
researchers emphasize the importance of promoting 
a balanced engagement between screen-based activ-
ities and face-to-face social interactions, the latter 
being essential for fostering healthy social-emotional 
development (Uhls, 2016).

In recent years, there has been a growing schol-
arly focus on co-use mediation – a form of parental 
involvement defined by active engagement in chil-

dren’s digital activities. In this approach, parents assist 
children in interpreting media content and foster 
the development of critical thinking and reflective 
skills (Livingstone, Third, 2017; Sanders, Parent, 
Forehand, Sullivan, Jones, 2016). In the context of 
the growing prevalence of remote learning and the 
widespread availability of screen-based technolo-
gies, the development of integrative strategies that 
combine educational and preventive dimensions of 
digital parenting has become a pressing imperative 
(Livingstone, Blum-Ross, 2020).

1.	The role of parents in shaping 
children’s screen media habits

The existing body of literature consistently highlights 
parents as central agents in shaping and mediating 
children’s interactions with digital technologies. By set-
ting clear usage guidelines and actively engaging with 
digital technologies alongside their children, parents 
can significantly influence various dimensions of chil-
dren’s development, including cognitive, emotional, 
and social domains (Ofcom, 2023). Media psychology 
research distinguishes among several regulatory strate-
gies employed by parents, including a restrictive model 
(limiting access to digital technologies via time limits 
and content filtering), a monitoring model (tracking 
children’s online activities and reviewing browsing 
histories), and an educational model (discussing on-
line risks and teaching safe and responsible Internet 
use) (Uhls, 2016). Parental influence on children’s 
technology use encompasses not only screen time 
management but also the quality of media content and 
the nature of children’s media interactions (Canadian 
Paediatric Society, 2019). Scholars emphasize that 
parental attention should extend beyond the mere 
duration of media exposure to include the types of 
content engaged with and the cognitive and emo-
tional processes involved in interpreting such content 
(Przybylski, Weinstein, 2017).

Recent studies further underscore the importance 
of dynamic parental involvement in children’s use of 
digital technologies, highlighting the value of mod-
elling balanced screen-use behaviours and fostering 
positive digital habits (Saltuk, Erciyes, 2020). An in-
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creasing body of research advocates for interactive 
mediation strategies, wherein parents assume the role 
of co-participants in their children’s digital experiences, 
rather than functioning solely as gatekeepers regulating 
media access. In this context, cultivating children’s 
critical thinking skills and promoting intentional and 
responsible technology use are identified as core objec-
tives of contemporary media education (Clark, 2011; 
Livingstone, Third, 2017; Sanders i in., 2016; Valcke 
i in., 2010). This issue assumes particular significance 
in light of shifting family dynamics and the growing 
role of remote education, which necessitates the ex-
panded use of screen-based devices in instructional 
contexts (Livingstone, Blum-Ross, 2020). Accordingly, 
parental mediation should be understood not solely 
as a means of shielding children from digital risks, but 
as a proactive strategy aimed at fostering children’s 
developmental competencies and enhancing their 
adaptive capacities within an increasingly digitalized 
environment.

1.1.	 Parental attitudes and digital mediation 
strategies

Empirical research highlights substantial variation in 
parental digital mediation strategies, shaped by factors 
such as parental educational attainment, socioeco-
nomic status, and access to educational resources. 
Cultural context and prevailing social norms regard-
ing acceptable levels of children’s digital media use 
also play a significant role (Haddon, Vincent, 2015). 
Studies indicate that in highly technologized societies, 
children encounter digital media at an earlier age and 
exercise greater autonomy in their use, as parents in 
these contexts often prioritize the development of 
their children’s digital competencies. By contrast, in 
developing countries – where access to technology, 
parental digital literacy, and digital competencies are 
often limited – and within more traditional cultural 
contexts, restrictive and controlling forms of digital 
mediation continue to predominate (Livingstone et 
al., 2017). Comparable patterns were observed by 
Nikken and Opree (2018), who investigated varia-
tions in parental mediation strategies as a function 
of socioeconomic status. Their findings suggest that 
parents from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 

are more inclined to encourage children’s autonomy 
and the development of digital competencies, while 
those from lower socioeconomic strata tend to adopt 
more controlling strategies.

Mróz and Solecki (2017) investigated the rela-
tionship between parental attitudes and adolescents’ 
engagement in entertainment-related, risky, and 
social online activities. Their analysis revealed that 
lower levels of autonomy granted by parents and 
greater parental control were associated with higher 
frequencies of entertainment-oriented Internet use 
among adolescents. Moreover, maternal control was 
found to be positively associated with adolescents’ 
involvement in risky online behaviour (e.g. online 
gambling), as well as with their participation in 
social activities such as the use of social networking 
platforms and content commenting. Notably, parental 
control by both parents was linked to higher scores 
on Internet addiction measures.

Further evidence comes from Hsieh et al. (2018), 
who explored multidimensional parenting practices 
and their association with problematic media use. 
The authors observed significant correlations between 
certain parenting practices and Internet addiction in 
children. Specifically, parental excessive control – 
characterized by excessive supervision and restrictions 
on Internet use – was positively associated with higher 
levels of online addiction. These findings suggest 
that increased parental control may paradoxically 
elevate the risk of Internet overuse, undermining its 
intended protective function. The authors propose 
that stringent restrictions and heightened surveillance 
may foster frustration and oppositional behaviour in 
children, potentially driving them toward escapism 
within virtual environment.

Van den Eijnden, Spijkerman, Vermulst, van 
Rooij, and Engels (2010) also examined bidirec-
tional parent-child relationships in the context of 
compulsive Internet use among adolescents. Their 
findings highlight the critical role of family dynamics 
in shaping the emergence and progression of prob-
lematic online behaviours. Specifically, negative 
parent-child relationships – characterized by limited 
parental support and heightened levels of control – 
were associated with increased tendencies toward 
compulsive media use. Conversely, high levels of 
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Internet use were found to contribute to deteriorating 
parent-child relationships, creating a reinforcing neg-
ative cycle. These results underscore the significance 
of parental involvement as a key factor in both the 
prevention and remediation of problematic screen 
media use during adolescence. Moreover, the authors 
advocate for prevention programmes that explicitly 
address family relationship dynamics, emphasizing 
the promotion of positive parenting styles marked 
by warmth, support, and understanding, alongside 
clearly defined boundaries – rather than excessive 
control. Accordingly, family relationships and par-
enting style are frequently cited in psychological 
research as influential factors shaping children’s and 
adolescents’ online behaviours.

1.2.	 The role of parental digital prevention

In an era characterized by the pervasive availabili-
ty of digital media to children, the parental role in 
cultivating healthy technology use habits has gained 
heightened significance. Parental digital prevention 
encompasses a range of strategies aimed not only to 
safeguard children from online risks, but also to facil-
itate the development of their digital competencies. 
Research indicates that effective interventions in this 
domain should integrate elements of educational 
mediation, parental control, and joint participation in 
screen-based activities (Livingstone, Blum-Ross, 2020).

A substantial body of research on parental medi-
ation – understood as the diverse strategies parents 
employ to regulate their children’s digital media 
use – investigates how specific approaches, such as 
restrictive measures, co-viewing, and content-relat-
ed discussions, impact children’s screen time and 
exposure to associated risks. Numerous studies have 
demonstrated a relationship between children’s screen 
time and the preventive actions undertaken by par-
ents. For instance, Livingstone (2009) found that 
prolonged use of screen devices by young children 
under parental supervision may lead to a decreased 
parental awareness of potential online risks, as media 
use becomes normalized within the context of con-
stant monitoring. Conversely, heightened parental 
perception of online risks tends to be associated 
with an increase in preventive interventions. Sim-

ilarly, Valkenburg, Piotrowski, Hermanns, and de 
Leeuw (2013) demonstrated that parents who adopt 
restrictive mediation practices – actively limiting 
media access and exercising parental control – exhibit 
greater awareness of potential risks associated with 
their children’s media use. In a related study, Beyens, 
Valkenburg, and Piotrowski (2019) examined the 
developmental trajectory of parental mediation 
strategies, analysing how these approaches change 
across early and middle childhood. Their findings 
suggest that parents who rely more frequently on 
restrictive or controlling mediation strategies tend 
to perceive a higher level of potential risks related 
to children’s media use.

Addressing the impact of screen devic-
es on children in early childhood necessitates 
a multidimensional approach that integrates psycho-
logical, social, and educational perspectives. Of par-
ticular concern is the growing body of research on the 
neurobiological effects of intensive early exposure to 
digital technology, which points to potential alterations 
in the functioning of the brain’s reward systems and 
mechanisms underlying emotion regulation (Neumann, 
2015). Within the context of research on brain neuro-
plasticity, scholars also emphasize that excessive exposure 
to audiovisual stimuli may contribute to impairments 
in attentional regulation, emotional processing, and 
a diminished capacity for deep information processing 
(Kardaras, 2018). In this regard, parents’ approaches 
and their ability to consciously manage children’s screen 
time represent key protective factors against the negative 
consequences of early and prolonged technology use. 
Particularly harmful effects of excessive screen use may 
become evident when combined with other factors, 
such as parental attitudes, the nature of consumed 
media content, parental modelling of screen-related 
behaviours, and specific characteristics of both parents 
and children (Konca, 2022).

Given the rapid pace of technological advance-
ment and the increasing centrality of digital media 
in children’s lives, continued research is imperative to 
deepen our understanding of how parental strategies 
shape children’s media engagement. It is particularly 
important to identify which parental attitudes foster 
the implementation of effective preventive and ed-
ucational practices, and how these practices impact 
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children’s long-term development. A major challenge 
in digital prevention lies in striking an appropriate 
balance between setting boundaries and fostering 
children’s autonomy in their use of screen devices. 
Excessive parental control may elicit psychological 
reactance and inadvertently enhance the attractiveness 
of prohibited content, while the lack of clearly defined 
guidelines increases the likelihood of unregulated 
exposure to potentially harmful content (Hsieh et al., 
2018). Consequently, it is essential to develop strategies 
that are tailored to both the child’s developmental stage 
and individual needs, combining protective elements 
with an educational approach to technology use.

2.	Methods

The issues discussed above served as inspiration for 
conducting the research presented in this article. 
The aim of the study was to analyse the relationships 
between parental attitudes and both the amount of 
children’s exposure to screen technologies and the 
number and types of preventive actions undertaken 
by parents with regard to children’s use of screen 
devices in early school age. The implementation 
of preventive strategies aimed at mitigating digital 
risks plays a crucial role in supporting children’s 
cognitive, social, and emotional development from  
a long-term perspective. In addition, an important 
aspect of the study was to identify which preventive 
measures are most commonly employed by parents. 
Accordingly, the research aimed to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the relationship between parental at-
titudes and their actual practices in guiding children’s 
screen-related experiences. This study represents an 
effort to advance knowledge on children’s exposure 
to digital technologies, with particular attention to 
familial mediation processes and their influence on 
the development of children’s digital competencies.

In the context of the research problem outlined 
above, one hypothesis and two research questions 
were formulated:

	· Hypothesis: The amount of time a child spends 
using screen devices is related to the type of pa-
rental attitude.

Previous research (Mróz, Solecki, 2017) suggests that 
a controlling attitude exhibited by both parents is as-
sociated with higher scores on Internet addiction tests 
among children. On the basis of these findings, it may 
be hypothesized that autonomy-supportive parenting is 
associated with variations in the duration of children’s 
screen time. More specifically, a reduced degree of 
autonomy afforded to children appears to be linked 
with longer periods of screen engagement. Support 
for this hypothesis can also be found in the studies of 
van den Eijnden et al. (2010) and Hsieh et al. (2018), 
which demonstrated that a controlling parenting style 
is associated with increased screen time in children.

The implementation of preventive actions con-
cerning children’s screen use is widely recognized by 
researchers as an important task for contemporary 
parents. Many studies have explored the role, primary 
goals, and target groups of such preventive actions 
(Livingstone, 2009; Valkenburg et al., 2013; Beyens et 
al., 2019). However, the literature includes relatively 
few studies examining the relationship between pa-
rental attitudes and the number of preventive actions 
undertaken by parents to protect children from 
harmful screen use. Therefore, the study formulated 
the following research question:

	· Research Question 1. Is the number of preventive 
actions regarding children’s use of screen devices 
related to the type of parental attitude?

To further explore the phenomenon under investi-
gation, a supplementary question was posed:

	· Research Question 2. Which preventive actions 
concerning children’s use of screen devices are 
most frequently undertaken by parents?

Two research tools were employed in the present 
study:

1.	 The Parental Attitudes Scale (Skala Postaw Rod-
zicielskich, SPR) by Mieczysław Plopa (2008) 
consists of 50 statements to which parents re-
spond using a five-point Likert scale. The author 
of the questionnaire identified six types of paren-
tal attitudes. The positive (adaptive) attitudes 
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include accepting and autonomous, while the neg-
ative (maladaptive) attitudes comprise rejecting, 
overprotective, overdemanding, and inconsistent. 
The tool demonstrates high reliability indices for 
both the mother and father versions (Cronbach’s  
α ranging from 0.75 to 0.88). Its theoretical va-
lidity has been supported by factor analysis and 
demonstrated through significant correlations 
with other established measurement instruments.

2.	 A self-constructed questionnaire comprising both 
closed- and open-ended questions, designed to 
gather information about the number and types 
of preventive actions undertaken by parents re-
garding screen-related education, as well as the 
amount of time their children spend using screen 
devices on weekdays and weekends. According to 
the theoretical definition of attitudes, although 
individuals may express various beliefs, their 
actual attitude is reflected in behaviour – that is, 
in the behavioural component. For this reason, 
the study incorporated two objective indicators 
for assessing opportunities and risks related to 
children’s use of screen devices: the amount of 
time children spend in front of screens, and the 
preventive actions implemented by parents.

3.	Characteristics of participants

The study was conducted between September 2022 
and March 2023. In the initial phase, data were col-
lected using paper-based questionnaires distributed 
during parent meetings at small schools in the Podkar-
packie Voivodeship. Given the relatively small sample 
size obtained through this method and the gender 
imbalance among participants – attributable to the 
predominance of mothers attending such meetings 
– the subsequent phase of data collection involved 
distributing an online version of the questionnaire. 
The online survey was distributed via school princi-
pals from four primary schools in the Podkarpackie 
region, who shared the questionnaire with parents of 
children in grades 1-3 using the school’s electronic 
communication system. The study sample comprised 
parents (127 mothers and 46 fathers) of children aged 
7 to 10 years. A total of 173 individuals completed 

the questionnaire, with participant ages ranging from 
29 to 44 years (M = 36.56; SD = 3.16; Me = 37). 
The youngest mother was 29 years old, and the oldest 
was 44 years old (M = 36.08; SD = 3.26; Me = 36). 
Among the fathers, the youngest was 33 years old 
and the oldest 44 years old (M = 37.91; SD = 2.46; 
Me = 37.5). The children of the participating parents 
were enrolled in either a pre-primary class (“grade 0”; 
children with deferred compulsory schooling – 1% 
of the sample) or in primary grades 1-3 (grade 1 – 
31% of the sample, grade 2 – 39%, grade 3 – 29%).

4.	Results

The statistical analysis was conducted using the IBM 
SPSS software package. Descriptive statistics, the 
Shapiro-Wilk test, and Spearman’s rank-order corre-
lation analysis (rho) were performed. A significance 
level of α = 0.05 was adopted; however, probability 
values in the range of 0.05 < p < 0.1 were interpreted 
as indicative of a statistical trend.

In the first step, basic descriptive statistics were 
calculated for the quantitative variables under study, 
along with the Shapiro-Wilk test to assess the normal-
ity of their distributions (see Table 1). For most of 
the variables analysed, the Shapiro-Wilk test yielded 
non-significant results, indicating that the distribu-
tion of these variables did not significantly deviate 
from normality. For variables where the test result 
was statistically significant, additional verification of 
the skewness values was performed. If the skewness 
value fell within the range of +/-2, the distribution 
was considered not substantially asymmetric relative 
to the mean. The skewness values for most variables 
fell within this acceptable range. However, due to 
violations of normality assumptions (most notably 
the elevated kurtosis value of 24.91 for the maternal 
acceptance–rejection scale) it was deemed appropriate 
to employ non-parametric statistical analyses.

To verify Hypothesis H, separate Spearman’s 
rho rank correlation analyses were conducted for 
mothers and fathers to examine the relationship 
between parental attitudes and the number of hours 
their child spent using screen devices on weekdays 
and weekends. For mothers, the analysis results re-

107Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025  |

Parental attitudes and screen time in early primary school children: The role of digital prevention



vealed no statistically significant correlations. These 
findings indicate that maternal parental attitudes are 
not significantly associated with the number of hours 
children spend using screen devices on either week-
days or weekends. Accordingly, Hypothesis H was 
not supported in the case of mothers (see Table 2).

In the subsequent phase of the analysis, the rela-
tionship between the number of hours children spend 
using screen devices and paternal parental attitudes 
was examined. The results showed that the number 
of hours the child spends on screen devices during 
the week is significantly correlated with the father’s 
autonomous attitude. This correlation is negative 
and moderately weak (r = -0.292). No statistically 
significant correlations were found for the remaining 
variables. In summary, the results suggest that lower 
levels of autonomy granted by fathers are associat-
ed with increased screen time among children on 
weekdays (see Table 3), thereby providing support 
for Hypothesis H regarding fathers’ attitudes.

The next step was to examine the relationship 
between fathers’ parental attitudes and the number 
of hours children spend using screens on weekends. 
The results revealed that the number of hours the 
child spends on screen devices during the weekend is 
significantly correlated with the father’s autonomous 
attitude. This correlation is negative and moderate 
(r = -0.320). No statistically significant correlations 
were found for the remaining variables. In summary, 

the results indicate that the less autonomy a child is 
granted by the father, the more time the child spends 
using screen devices on weekends (see Table 3), which 
supports the proposed Hypothesis H with regard to 
fathers’ attitudes.

In the next step, Research Question Q1 was ad-
dressed. To this end, a Spearman’s rank correlation 
analysis was conducted to examine the relationship 
between parental attitudes and the number of pre-
ventive measures undertaken with regard to children’s 
use of screen devices. The results indicated that the 
number of preventive actions taken by fathers was 
positively correlated with the scales of acceptance 
and autonomy. Both correlations reached statisti-
cal significance: the association with the accepting 
attitude was weak (r = 0.294), while the correla-
tion with the autonomous attitude was moderate 
in strength (r = 0.489). No statistically significant 
correlations were found for the remaining variables 
(see Table 4). For mothers, the number of preven-
tive actions correlated negatively and significantly 
with the overprotection scale (r = -0.237), and the 
inconsistency scale (r = -0.304). Both correlations 
were weak. No statistically significant correlations 
were found for the remaining variables (see Table 4).

To answer the Research Question Q2, both quan-
titative and qualitative analyses were conducted on 
the responses obtained from the survey questionnaire. 
The results are presented in Table 5.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for mother and father attitudes (N = 173)

Parental attitudes M Me SD Sk. Kurt. Min. Maks. S-W p

Mother’s accepting –rejecting attitude 45.72 47.00 4.60 -3.75 24.91 11.00 50.00 0.85 0.001

Mother’s autonomous attitude 34.94 35.00 3.74 -0.94 2.48 18.00 43.00 0.98 0.603

Mother’s overprotective attitude 25.49 24.00 8.62 0.49 -0.34 10.00 48.00 0.95 0.050

Mother’s overdemanding attitude 26.08 25.00 8.01 0.18 -0.76 11.00 45.00 0.98 0.622

Mother’s inconsistent attitude 21.24 19.00 9.00 0.87 0.02 10.00 47.00 0.89 0.000

Father’s accepting –rejecting attitude 42.04 42.00 4.59 -0.45 -0.10 31.00 50.00 0.97 0.275

Father’s autonomous attitude 37.43 38.00 3.31 0.44 0.14 31.00 46.00 0.97 0.307

Father’s overprotective attitude 23.98 23.00 7.09 0.22 -0.74 11.00 40.00 0.97 0.279

Father’s overdemanding attitude 30.26 31.00 7.18 0.00 0.39 15.00 49.00 0.97 0.353

Father’s inconsistent attitude 25.41 25.00 8.64 0.06 -0.46 11.00 46.00 0.97 0.222

M – mean; Me – median; SD – standard deviation; Skew. – skewness; Kurt. – kurtosis; Min and Max – minimum and maximum value 
of the distribution; S-W – Shapiro-Wilk test result; p – significance level
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5.	Discussion

Previous research indicates that parental attitudes 
play a significant role in shaping children’s habits 
related to screen device use and may also influence 
the risk of excessive exposure to digital technologies 
(Ulman, 2011). Effective prevention in this domain 
necessitates not only media literacy education for 
children but also the enhancement of parental com-
petencies and the implementation of appropriate 
regulatory strategies. Understanding the factors that 
determine the frequency of children’s screen device 
usage is crucial for designing effective preventive 

strategies. A growing body of research confirms that 
children are spending increasing amounts of time 
engaged with screen-based media (Ofcom, 2023), 
highlighting the critical need for active involvement 
of both parents and educators in promoting safe 
and balanced technology use. Younger school-aged 
children, in particular, need parental support in 
this regard. The study by Uhls (2016) on parenting 
attitudes towards children’s screen device use iden-
tified distinct types of parents: highly controlling, 

Table 2. Relationship between the mother’s parental 
attitude and the number of hours the child spends 
using screen devices on weekdays and weekends 
(N = 127, Spearman’s rho)

Mother’s parental 
attitude

Number of hours the child 
spends using screen devices

on weekdays on weekends

Accepting – rejecting 
attitude

-0.018 -0.060

Autonomous attitude 0.094 0.092

Overprotective attitude 0.008 -0.038

Overdemanding attitude 0.072 0.133

Inconsistent attitude 0.135 0.149

Table 3. Relationship between the father’s parental 
attitude and the number of hours the child spends 
using screen devices on weekdays and weekends 
(N = 46, Spearman’s rho)

Father’s parental attitude

Number of hours the child 
spends using screen devices

on weekdays on weekends

Accepting – rejecting 
attitude

0.016 0.111

Autonomous attitude -0.292* -0.320*

Overprotective attitude 0.095 0.057

Overdemanding attitude 0.063 0.017

Inconsistent attitude -0.008 0.048

Table 4. Relationship between parental attitudes and 
the number of preventive actions taken by parents 
regarding children’s use of screen devices (N = 173, 
Spearman’s rho)

Parental attitude 

Number of preventive actions 
taken by

mothers  
(n = 127)

fathers  
(n = 46)

Accepting – rejecting 
attitude

0.161 0.294*

Autonomous attitude 0.075 0.489*

Overprotective attitude -0.237*  -0.097

Overdemanding attitude  -0.189 0.190

Inconsistent attitude -0.304* 0.125

Table 5. Preventive actions taken by parents 
regarding children’s use of screen devices (N = 173)

Preventive actions
Mothers 
(n = 127)

Fathers 
(n = 46)

Monitoring the duration of screen use 95% 91%

Engaging in discussions with the child 
about potential screen-related risks

84% 65%

Familiarizing themselves with the 
websites, games, and applications used 
by the child

72% 72%

Verifying age restrictions for films 
or games

59% 59%

Using parental control applications 53% 59%

Setting the applications, websites, 
and games the child is allowed to use

60% 50%

Implementing filtering software to 
restrict access to inappropriate content

46% 50%

Maintaining physical presence while 
the child is using screen devices

27% 30%

Establishing and enforcing rules  
for the safe use of screen devices

31% 20%
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active guides, and those who are disengaged from 
their children’s screen lives. These categories can be 
compared to parental attitudes observed in every-
day life. To better understand the nature of this 
phenomenon, an analysis of data obtained from 
a survey study was conducted. This analysis served 
as the basis for addressing the proposed hypothesis 
and research questions.

5.1.	 Hypothesis: The amount of time a child 
spends using screen devices is related to 
the type of parental attitude.

The verification of Hypothesis H revealed no sta-
tistically significant relationships between mothers’ 
parental attitudes and the number of hours their 
children spent in front of screens, either on weekdays 
or weekends. One possible explanation for this finding 
is that mothers tend to hold predominantly negative 
perceptions of children’s screen use. As demonstrated 
in previous research, mothers tend not to assess their 
children’s use of screen devices positively – none of 
the surveyed mothers expressed a positive attitude; 
all were either neutral or negative (Dankiewicz, 
Kotowicz, 2024). This may result in less maternal in-
volvement in digital mediation and media education 
compared to fathers, and thus a reduced influence 
on children’s screen-related behaviour, regardless of 
the specific parental attitude adopted.

In contrast, verification of H for fathers re-
vealed a significant relationship: an autonomous 
parenting attitude was negatively correlated with 
children’s screen time on both weekdays and week-
ends. This suggests that children whose fathers 
grant them less autonomy tend to spend more 
time in front of screens. This result aligns with the 
findings of Mróz and Solecki (2017), who indi-
cated that excessive parental control may increase 
the risk of Internet addiction. Similar conclusions 
were drawn by van den Eijnden et al. (2010) and 
Hsieh et al. (2018), who noted that a restrictive 
parenting style fosters compulsive screen use. 
A controlling parenting style may contribute to 
the development of problematic Internet use, and 
is consequently associated with increased time 
spent by children on screen devices.

Several potential mechanisms may explain this 
effect. First, excessive parental control may under-
mine a child’s capacity for self-regulation, thereby 
increasing the risk of compulsive screen use as a means 
of coping with psychological tension or stress (Bae, 
Yang, 2023). Second, limiting autonomy can para-
doxically increase the attractiveness of technology as 
a “forbidden object”, a phenomenon explained by psy-
chological reactance theory (Brehm, 1966). As such,  
a more effective approach appears to be model-
ling healthy screen-use behaviours and engaging 
actively in children’s digital experiences. Moreover, 
behavioural therapy theory suggests that effective 
behaviour control requires managing environmental 
stimuli and applying appropriate reinforcements. 
Currently, screen device use functions as one of 
the most powerful reinforcers for younger school-
aged children. By providing immediate gratification, 
screens act as a form of strong positive reinforcement, 
significantly influencing and shaping children’s be-
haviour (Muppalla, Vuppalapati, Reddy Pulliahgaru, 
Sreenivasulu, 2023). Faced with a choice between 
engaging in screen use or performing a task that 
requires effort, children often choose the screen, 
which is consistent with the principles of operant 
conditioning. Therefore, strategies such as simply con-
trolling screen time, punishing children by restricting 
access to screen devices, or implementing total bans 
are insufficient. Research indicates that parental 
interventions – particularly those that limit screen 
time – can be effective, especially when combined 
with other strategies such as jointly setting rules, 
offering alternative activities, and promoting parental 
mediation (Muppalla et al., 2023). It is crucial that 
these interventions are consistent, age-appropriate, 
and paired with positive reinforcement of desirable 
behaviours (Nikken, 2017).

5.2.	 Research Question 1: Is the number of 
preventive actions regarding children’s 
use of screen devices related to the type 
of parental attitude?

Statistical analysis revealed that maladaptive maternal 
attitudes – overprotective and inconsistent – were 
negatively correlated with the number of preventive 

110 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

M. Dankiewicz, A. Kotowicz



actions undertaken. This indicates that mothers who 
exhibit these attitudes are less likely to engage in their 
children’s media education.

An overprotective attitude may involve restricting 
access to media, which – paradoxically – can hinder 
the development of children’s critical thinking skills 
and their ability to cope with potential risks. This re-
sult is consistent with a broader body of research 
on parental mediation. Studies have demonstrated 
that restrictive mediation (characterized by prohib-
iting and limiting access to media) is not effective as 
a long-term strategy for managing children’s media 
use. More effective strategies involve active parental 
engagement in media education, such as co-viewing, 
discussing media content, and developing children’s 
critical media literacy skills (Clark, 2011; Living-
stone, Third, 2017; Mendoza, 2013; Ofcom, 2023; 
Przybylski, Weinstein, 2017; Saltuk, Erciyes, 2020; 
Sanders i in., 2016; Uhls, 2016; Valcke i in., 2010).

Inconsistency in maternal behaviour refers to 
a lack of stability and coherence in decision-making 
and responses to parenting situations. The observed 
negative correlation between inconsistent maternal 
attitude and the number of preventive measures un-
dertaken suggests that mothers who display greater 
inconsistency and unpredictability are less likely to 
engage in systematic efforts to educate their children 
about appropriate media use. This finding can be 
interpreted in the context of literature on parental 
styles – consistent parenting, based on clear rules 
and coherent communication, fosters a child’s sense 
of safety and predictability, which in turn supports 
emotional and social development. The literature on 
parental mediation and the effectiveness of preven-
tive strategies emphasizes the critical importance of 
consistency in parenting practices. Studies confirm 
that a lack of consistency in enforcing parenting 
decisions and rules can lead to behavioural issues and 
hinder children’s internalization of norms and values 
(Gardner, 1989; Weller, Parker, Reynolds, Kirisci, 
Michaels, 2024). Children need clearly defined and 
consistently enforced rules to feel secure and under-
stand parental expectations. This principle also applies 
to media use, as parents who are inconsistent in other 
areas of parenting may also neglect their children’s 
media literacy training. Inconsistency in enforcing 

rules related to screen time or media content may 
contribute to children’s confusion, increased bounda-
ry-testing behaviours, and a diminished effectiveness 
of parental interventions. In contrast, consistent rule 
enforcement – combined with open dialogue and 
shared rule-setting – helps children form healthy 
media habits and navigate the digital world safely 
(American Academy of Pediatrics, 2016).

This result may also suggest that mothers who 
are overprotective or inconsistent may have a limited 
ability to cope with digital risks – and consequently, 
a limited repertoire of preventive strategies – despite 
being aware of potential threats and perceiving their 
children’s screen use negatively. A solely negative 
assessment of screen device usage may result in more 
stringent restrictions on access; however, this does 
not necessarily correspond to the implementation of 
the most effective preventative strategies, nor does 
it contribute to enhanced support or the informed 
and constructive integration of children into the 
digital environment (Dankiewicz, Kotowicz, 2024; 
Nikken, Schols, 2015). Similarly, strict limitations 
on screen time imposed by parents do not necessarily 
improve the quality of technology use or support 
the development of children’s digital competencies 
(Przybyła-Basista, Kołodziej, 2014). Therefore, an 
overprotective parenting attitude in daily life does 
not inherently lead to the implementation of effec-
tive preventive actions, which may consist solely of 
monitoring screen time and may be inconsistently 
applied. These findings point to the need for media 
education programmes specifically aimed at mothers 
(particularly those demonstrating overprotective 
and inconsistent parenting styles) focused on the 
prevention of screen-related risks.

In contrast, the study showed that fathers who 
demonstrated adaptive parenting attitudes – accept-
ing and autonomous – were more likely to under-
take preventive actions, including those based on 
dialogue with the child. Previous research indicates 
that parental mediation grounded in conversation 
and co-participation is more effective than restric-
tion-based strategies (O’Keeffe, Clarke-Pearson, 
2011). Moreover, many scholars in the field of digital 
risk prevention emphasize the importance of com-
munication and setting rules for ensuring children’s 
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online safety, particularly when combined with other 
strategies such as parental supervision, media edu-
cation, and co-use of media (Muppalla i in., 2023; 
O’Keeffe, Clarke-Pearson, 2011). The findings of the 
present study indicate that discussions with children 
about screen-related risks occurred more frequently 
in the context of positive parenting attitudes.

5.3.	 Research Question 2: Which preven-
tive actions concerning children’s use 
of screen devices are most frequently 
undertaken by parents?

An analysis of mothers’ responses indicates that the 
most commonly used preventive strategy is time 
control (reported by 95% of participants), followed 
by discussions with their children (84%). Among 
fathers, time control also ranked highest (91%), while 
the second most frequent strategy was familiarizing 
themselves with the content (websites, games, and 
applications) used by the child (72%). These results 
point to a discrepancy between theory and practice. 
Although existing literature underscores that the 
establishment of clear and consistent rules represents 
the most effective parental mediation strategy for 
managing children’s technology use (Livingstone, 
Blum-Ross, 2020), empirical findings from the pres-
ent study reveal that this approach is among the least 
frequently applied in practice (reported by only 31% 
of mothers and 20% of fathers). Similarly, research 
commissioned by the Office of Electronic Commu-
nications in Poland (Garlicki et al., 2022) revealed 
that 81.9% of parents tend to regulate their chil-
dren’s digital activities through various restrictions, 
such as parental control applications and software. 
This pattern may reflect a lack of knowledge about 
effective preventive strategies and a tendency to rely 
on the most accessible and intuitive forms of control, 
such as screen time limitation (Garlicki et al., 2022).

Summary

The findings of the present study, which explored 
the relationship between parenting styles and me-
diation practices, suggest that positive parental atti-

tudes – characterized by acceptance and support for 
children’s autonomy – are associated with a greater 
frequency of preventive measures implemented by 
fathers. Conversely, negative parenting styles, such 
as overprotectiveness and inconsistency observed 
among mothers, appear to hinder the effectiveness 
of such interventions. These results point to the 
need for targeted educational initiatives aimed at 
equipping digital parents with effective mediation 
strategies, particularly those that promote construc-
tive and developmentally appropriate engagement 
with digital media. Among the preventive measures 
undertaken by parents, the most effective strategies 
should predominate – those based on open dialogue 
about screen-related risks and focused on establish-
ing and implementing clear rules for safe media use. 
Consistent guidelines regarding screen time and the 
types of content accessed are essential components 
of effective digital prevention.

An important implication of these findings is 
the need to promote participatory mediation strat-
egies rather than relying solely on control-based 
approaches. Supporting the child’s autonomy while 
setting clear expectations regarding media use may 
provide more effective protection against online 
risks than the exclusive use of restrictive strategies. 
This parenting model fosters the development of 
children’s self-regulation and critical thinking skills 
in the digital environment. Educational interventions 
should therefore prioritize the enhancement of pa-
rental competencies that support the development 
of relationships based on mutual respect and trust 
– foundational conditions for open and effective 
communication about digital media use. Further-
more, such initiatives should aim to foster children’s 
self-regulation, critical thinking, and digital literacy, 
thereby contributing to the cultivation of a more 
informed, reflective, and responsible media culture.

In an era of ubiquitous access to digital media, the 
parental role in shaping healthy technology habits is 
increasingly critical. Adults are expected to demon-
strate technological proficiency, awareness of digital 
risks, and responsibility for media education (Tosun, 
Mihci, 2020). Effective digital parenting should 
thus combine educational mediation, supervisory 
control, and shared screen-based activities – an ap-
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proach supported by empirical research (Livingstone, 
Blum-Ross, 2020). Consistency in parenting is vital 
for creating an environment conducive to a child’s 
development in a digital world. However, consist-
ency should not be conflated with rigidity; rather, 
it entails the ability to adjust parenting approaches 
to the individual needs of the child while preserving 
coherence in underlying values and established rules.

Daily screen activity presents an ongoing chal-
lenge for parents, particularly since media supervision 
should be implemented in a natural, non-invasive 
manner so that it is not perceived by the child as 
excessive monitoring. Research conducted in Po-
land shows that more than 10% of students report 
receiving no support from their parents when en-
countering risks associated with screen media use 
(Dębski, Bigaj, 2019). Therefore, identifying the 
factors that facilitate parental involvement is key. 
These factors primarily include elements that promote  

a positive family context, such as open communi-
cation, a supportive emotional climate, a sense of 
closeness, and parents’ positive attitudes toward 
technology (Krzyżak-Szymańska, 2018; Lunkenheim-
er, Dunning, Diercks, Kelm, 2023; Shah, Phadke, 
2023). Parents should become their children’s first 
educators in digital prevention, helping them develop 
critical thinking skills, information management 
competencies, and safe practices in navigating dig-
ital technologies (Nikken, 2017). Prevention and 
education are essential for supporting children in 
developing healthy habits and attitudes toward screen 
use, grounded in an awareness of both the opportu-
nities and risks associated with digital engagement. 
There is, therefore, an urgent need to support parents 
in formulating and consistently applying clear rules 
for screen media use in daily life, in order to protect 
digital children from the potential risks associated 
with the online environment.

Bibliography

American Academy of Pediatrics (2016). Media and young 
minds. Pediatrics, 138(5), e20162591.

Bae, Y., Yang, S. (2023). Impacts of parenting and child self-reg-
ulation on the problematic use of smart media: A latent 
profile analysis approach. Korean Journal of Child Studies, 
44(4), 485-498. https://doi.org/10.5723/kjcs.2023.44.4.485

Beyens, I., Valkenburg, P.M., Piotrowski, J. (2019). Developmental 
trajectories of parental mediation across early and middle 
childhood. Human Communication Research, 45(2), 226-
250. https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/hqy016

Bębas, S., Jędrzejko, M.Z., Kasprzak, K., Szwedzik, A., Taper, A. 
(2017). Cyfrowe dzieci. Zjawisko, uwarunkowania, kluczowe 
problemy. Warszawa: Oficyna Wydawnicza Aspra.

Brehm, J.W. (1966). A theory of psychological reactance. 
New York: Academic Press.

Canadian Paediatric Society (2019). Digital media: Promoting 
healthy screen use in school-aged children and adolescents. 
Paediatrics & Child Health, 24(6), 402-408. https://doi.
org/10.1093/pch/pxz095

Christakis, D.A., Hale, L. (2025). Introduction. (In:) D.A. Christakis 
& L. Hale (eds.), Handbook of children and screens. Digital 
media, development, and well-being from birth through 
adolescence, 1-4. Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
3-031-69362-5

Clark, L.S. (2011). Parental mediation theory for the digital 
age. Communication Theory, 21(4), 323-343. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2011.01391.x

Dankiewicz, M., Kotowicz, A. (2024). The relationship between 
parental attitudes and the assessment of the benefits and 
risks of screen devices use among children in early primary 
school years. Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio, 58(2), 18-26. 
https://doi.org/10.34766/fetr.v58i2.1278

Dębski, M., Bigaj, M. (2019). Młodzi Cyfrowi. Nowe technol-
ogie. Relacje. Dobrostan. Gdańsk: GWP. (From:) https://
dbamomojzasieg.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Mlodzi-
Cyfrowi.-Nowe-technologie.-Relacje.-Dobrostan_ksiazka-1.
pdf (access: 19.03.2025).

Eijnden, van den, R.J.J.M., Spijkerman, R., Vermulst, A.A., van 
Rooij, T.J., Engels, R.C.M.E. (2010). Compulsive Internet use 
among adolescents: Bidirectional parent–child relationships. 
Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 38, 77-89. https://
doi.org/10.1007/s10802-009-9347-8

Gardner, F.E.M. (1989). Inconsistent parenting: Is there evi-
dence for a link with children’s conduct problems? Journal 
of Abnormal Child Psychology, 17, 223-233. https://doi.
org/10.1007/BF00913796

Garlicki, M., Wróblewski, J., Mider, D., Suska, A., Terlikowski, 
W., Kargul, A. (2022). Analiza funkcjonowania rynku usług 
telekomunikacyjnych w Polsce oraz ocena preferencji 
konsumentów. 2022 rok. Badania dzieci i rodziców. Urząd 
Komunikacji Elektronicznej. (From:) https://cik.uke.gov.pl/
gfx/cik/userfiles/_public/badania_dzieci_i_rodzicow_2022.
pdf (access: 19.03.2025).

Globokar, R. (2018). Impact of digital media on emotional, social 
and moral development of children. Nova Prisutnost, 16(3), 
545-560. https://doi.org/10.31192/np.16.3.8

Haddon, L. Vincent, J. (2015). UK children’s experience of 
smartphones and tablets: Perspectives from children, 
parents and teachers. Net Children Go Mobile. https://doi.
org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4178.0881

Hassinger-Das, B., Brennan, S., Dore, R., Golinkoff, R.M., Hirsh-
Pasek, K. (2020). Children and screens. (In:) A.J. Sameroff 
(ed.), Annual Review of Developmental Psychology, 2, 69-92. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-devpsych-060320-095612

113Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025  |

Parental attitudes and screen time in early primary school children: The role of digital prevention

https://doi.org/10.5723/kjcs.2023.44.4.485
https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/hqy016
https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/pxz095
https://doi.org/10.1093/pch/pxz095
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-69362-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-69362-5
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2011.01391.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2885.2011.01391.x
https://doi.org/10.34766/fetr.v58i2.1278
https://dbamomojzasieg.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Mlodzi-Cyfrowi.-Nowe-technologie.-Relacje.-Dobrostan_ksiazka-1.pdf
https://dbamomojzasieg.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Mlodzi-Cyfrowi.-Nowe-technologie.-Relacje.-Dobrostan_ksiazka-1.pdf
https://dbamomojzasieg.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Mlodzi-Cyfrowi.-Nowe-technologie.-Relacje.-Dobrostan_ksiazka-1.pdf
https://dbamomojzasieg.pl/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Mlodzi-Cyfrowi.-Nowe-technologie.-Relacje.-Dobrostan_ksiazka-1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-009-9347-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-009-9347-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00913796
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF00913796
https://cik.uke.gov.pl/gfx/cik/userfiles/_public/badania_dzieci_i_rodzicow_2022.pdf
https://cik.uke.gov.pl/gfx/cik/userfiles/_public/badania_dzieci_i_rodzicow_2022.pdf
https://cik.uke.gov.pl/gfx/cik/userfiles/_public/badania_dzieci_i_rodzicow_2022.pdf
https://doi.org/10.31192/np.16.3.8
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4178.0881
https://doi.org/10.13140/RG.2.1.4178.0881
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-devpsych-060320-095612


Hsieh, Y.-P., Shen, A.C.-T., Wei, H.-S., Feng, J.-Y., Huang, S.C.-Y., 
Hwa, H.-L. (2018). Internet addiction: A closer look at 
multidimensional parenting practices and child mental 
health. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social Networking, 
21(12), 768-773. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2018.0435

Internet Matters (2018). Look both ways. Practical parenting in the 
age of screen. (From:) https://www.internetmatters.org/pl/
hub/research/screen-time-report-2018/ (access: 19.03.2025).

Kardaras, N. (2018). Dzieci ekranu. Jak uzależnienie od ekranu 
przejmuje kontrolę nad naszymi dziećmi – i jak wyrwać je 
z transu. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo CeDeWu.

Kardefelt-Winther, D. (2017). How does the time children spend 
using digital technology impact their mental well-being, 
social relationships and physical activity? An evidence-fo-
cused literature review. Innocenti Discussion Paper 2017-2. 
UNICEF Office of Research Innocenti. (From:) https://www.
unicef.org/innocenti/media/8181/file/UNICEF-Innocenti-
Time-Using-Digital-Tech-Impact-on-Wellbeing-2017.pdf 
(access: 19.03.2025).

Konca, A.S. (2022). Digital technology usage of young chil-
dren: Screen time and families. Early Childhood Education 
Journal, 50(7), 1097-1108. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-
021-01245-7

Krzyżak-Szymańska, E. (2018). Uzależnienia technologiczne 
wśród dzieci i młodzieży. Teoria, profilaktyka, terapia – wy-
brane zagadnienia. Kraków: Oficyna Wydawnicza „Impuls”.

Livingstone, S. (2009). Children and the Internet: Great ex-
pectations, challenging realities. Cambridge: Polity Press.

Livingstone, S., Blum-Ross, A. (2020). Parenting for a digital 
future: how hopes and fears about technology shape chil-
dren’s lives. New York: Oxford University Press. https://doi.
org/10.1093/oso/9780190874698.001.0001

Livingstone, S., Lemish, D., Lim, S.S., Bulger, M., Cabello, P., Claro, 
M., Cabello-Hutt, T., Khalil, J.F., Kumpulainen, K., Nayar, U.S., 
Nayar, P., Park, J., Tan, M.M., Prinsloo, J., Wei, B. (2017). 
Global perspectives on children’s digital opportunities: an 
emerging research and policy agenda. Pediatrics, 140(2), 
137-141. https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1758S

Livingstone, S., Third, A. (2017). Children and young peo-
ple’s rights in the digital age: An emerging agen-
da. New Media & Society, 19(5), 657-670. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1461444816686318

Lunkenheimer, E., Dunning, E.D., Diercks, C.M., Kelm, M.R. (2023). 
Parental regulation of parent and child screen-based de-
vice use. International Journal of Behavioral Development, 
47(5), 410-422. https://doi.org/10.1177/01650254231179978

Mendoza, K. (2013). Surveying parental mediation: Connections, 
challenges and questions for media literacy. Journal of Media 
Literacy Education, 1(1). https://doi.org/10.23860/jmle-1-1-3

Mróz, A., Solecki, R. (2017). Postawy rodziców wobec aktywności 
nastolatków w Internecie w percepcji uczniów. E-mentor, 
4(71), 19-24. http://dx.doi.org/10.15219/em71.1316

Muppalla, S.K., Vuppalapati, S., Reddy Pulliahgaru, A, Sreenivasu-
lu, H. (2023). Effects of excessive screen time on child 
development: An updated review and strategies for man-
agement. Cureus, 15(6): e40608. https://doi.org/10.7759/
cureus.40608

Neumann, M.M. (2015). Young children and screen time: Creating 
a mindful approach to digital technology. Australian Educa-
tional Computing, 30(2), 1-15. (From:) https://journal.acce.
edu.au/index.php/AEC/article/view/67 (access: 19.03.2025).

Nikken, P. (2017). Implications of low or high media use among 
parents for young children’s media use. Cyberpsychology: 
Journal of Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace, 11(3). 
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2017-3-1

Nikken, P., Opree, S.J. (2018). Guiding young children’s digital 
media use: SES-differences in mediation concerns and 
competence. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 27, 1844-
1857. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-018-1018-3

Nikken, P., Schols, M. (2015). How and why parents guide the media 
use of young children. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 
24, 3423-3435. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-015-0144-4

Ofcom (2023). Children and parents: Media use and attitudes. 
Report 2023. (From:) https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-
use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-
parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2023/ (access: 
19.03.2025).

O’Keeffe, G.S., Clarke-Pearson, K., Council on Communications 
and Media (2011). The impact of social media on children, 
adolescents, and families. Pediatrics, 127(4), 800-804. 
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-0054

Plopa, M. (2008). Skala postaw rodzicielskich. Warszawa: PWN.
Przybylski, A.K., Weinstein, N. (2017). Digital screen time limits 

and young children’s psychological well-being: Evidence 
from a population-based study. Child Development, 90(1), 
e56–e65. https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13007

Przybyła-Basista, H., Kołodziej, A. (2014). Parental monitoring 
of the internet activity of young children and preadoles-
cents. The New Educational Review, 36, 315-325. https://
doi.org/10.15804/tner.14.36.2.25

Pyżalski, J., Klichowski, M., Przybyła, M. (2014). Szanse i zagro-
żenia w obszarze wykorzystania technologii informacyjno-
-komunikacyjnych (TIK), ze szczególnym uwzględnieniem 
aplikacji mobilnych (TIK-mobApp) przez dzieci w wieku 3-6 
lat. Raport z badań finansowanych w ramach Innowacji Spo-
łecznych Narodowego Centrum Badań i Rozwoju. (From:) 
http://hdl.handle.net/10593/12555 (access: 19.03.2025).

Saltuk, M.C., Erciyes, J.C. (2020). Investigation and attitude 
of parents about the use of technology in preschool chil-
dren. e-Journal of New Media, 4(2), 106-120. https://doi.
org/10.17932/IAU.EJNM.25480200.2020.4/2.106-120

Sanders, W., Parent, J., Forehand, R., Sullivan, A.D., Jones, D.J. 
(2016). Parental perceptions of technology and technolo-
gy-focused parenting: Associations with youth screen time. 
Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 44, 28-38. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2016.02.005

Shah, S.A., Phadke, V.D. (2023). Mobile phone use by young 
children and parent’s views on children’s mobile phone 
usage. Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care, 12(12), 
3351-3355. https://doi.org/10.4103/jfmpc.jfmpc_703_23

Tosun, N., Mihci, C. (2020). An examination of digital parenting 
behavior in parents with preschool children in the context 
of lifelong learning. Sustainability, 12(18), 7654. https://doi.
org/10.3390/su12187654

Uhls, Y.T. (2016). Cyfrowi rodzice. Dzieci w sieci. Jak być czujnym, 
a nie przeczulonym. Kraków: Wydawnictwo IUVI.

Ulman, P. (2011). Społeczne i rodzinne uwarunkowania uzależnień 
u dzieci i młodzieży. Kwartalnik Naukowy Fides et Ratio, 4(8), 
74-86. (From:) https://www.stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/
Presentations0/06-2011-4.pdf (access: 19.03.2025).

Warren, R. (2001). In words and deeds:  Parental involvement 
and mediation of children’s television viewing. Journal of 
Family Communication, 1(4), 211-231. https://doi.org/10.1207/
S15327698JFC0104_01

Weller, J.A., Parker, A.M., Reynolds, M., Kirisci, L., Michaels, 
L. (2024). Longitudinal associations between parenting 
practices and children’s later decision-making competence. 
Applied Developmental Science, 29(2), 93-109. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10888691.2023.2287203

Valcke, M., Bonte, S., De Wever, B., Rots, I. (2010). Internet 
parenting styles and the impact on Internet use of primary 
school children. Computers & Education, 55(2), 454-464. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2010.02.009

Valkenburg, P.M., Piotrowski, J.T., Hermanns, J., de Leeuw, R. 
(2013). Developing and validating the Perceived Parental 
Media Mediation Scale: A self-determination perspective. 
Human Communication Research, 39(4), 445-469. https://
doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12010

114 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

M. Dankiewicz, A. Kotowicz

https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2018.0435
https://www.internetmatters.org/pl/hub/research/screen-time-report-2018/
https://www.internetmatters.org/pl/hub/research/screen-time-report-2018/
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/media/8181/file/UNICEF-Innocenti-Time-Using-Digital-Tech-Impact-on-Wellbeing-2017.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/media/8181/file/UNICEF-Innocenti-Time-Using-Digital-Tech-Impact-on-Wellbeing-2017.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/innocenti/media/8181/file/UNICEF-Innocenti-Time-Using-Digital-Tech-Impact-on-Wellbeing-2017.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-021-01245-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10643-021-01245-7
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190874698.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780190874698.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2016-1758S
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816686318
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444816686318
https://doi.org/10.1177/01650254231179978
https://doi.org/10.23860/jmle-1-1-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.15219/em71.1316
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.40608
https://doi.org/10.7759/cureus.40608
https://journal.acce.edu.au/index.php/AEC/article/view/67
https://journal.acce.edu.au/index.php/AEC/article/view/67
https://doi.org/10.5817/CP2017-3-1
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1007/s10826-018-1018-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-015-0144-4
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2023/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2023/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/media-use-and-attitudes/media-habits-children/children-and-parents-media-use-and-attitudes-report-2023/
https://doi.org/10.1542/peds.2011-0054
https://doi.org/10.1111/cdev.13007
https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.14.36.2.25
https://doi.org/10.15804/tner.14.36.2.25
http://hdl.handle.net/10593/12555
http://hdl.handle.net/10593/12555
https://doi.org/10.17932/IAU.EJNM.25480200.2020.4/2.106-120
https://doi.org/10.17932/IAU.EJNM.25480200.2020.4/2.106-120
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.appdev.2016.02.005
https://doi.org/10.4103/jfmpc.jfmpc_703_23
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12187654
https://doi.org/10.3390/su12187654
https://www.stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/Presentations0/06-2011-4.pdf
https://www.stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/Presentations0/06-2011-4.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327698JFC0104_01
https://doi.org/10.1207/S15327698JFC0104_01
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2023.2287203
https://doi.org/10.1080/10888691.2023.2287203
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1016/j.compedu.2010.02.009
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12010
https://doi.org/10.1111/hcre.12010


Attachment styles as mediators between autistic 
traits and psychological distress: The role of social 
and communication difficulties1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/62P_sied.pdf

https://doi.org/10.34766/62jbzk38

Agnieszka Siedlera, Anna Waligórskab 

a �Agnieszka Siedler, https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8713-9464, Department of Psychology, Maria Grzegorzewska University, Warsaw
b �Anna Waligórska, https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3736-7984, Department of Special Education, Maria Grzegorzewska University, Warsaw
 �Corresponding author: siedleragnieszka@gmail.com

Abstract: Autistic traits such as social skill and communication difficulties are linked to increased risk of depression and anxiety. Attachment theory offers 
a useful framework for understanding these associations, as insecure attachment styles are known to affect emotion regulation and mental health. This study 
examined whether adult attachment styles (secure, avoidant, anxious-ambivalent) mediate the relationship between autistic traits and psychological distress. 
A sample of 130 adults completed measures of autistic traits, attachment, and psychological functioning. Mediation analyses revealed that social difficulties – 
but not communication deficits – consistently mediated the link between attachment styles and psychological symptoms. Secure attachment was protective, 
while avoidant and especially anxious-ambivalent styles predicted greater distress. These findings highlight the importance of addressing attachment-related 
processes and social functioning in interventions for individuals with elevated autistic traits.
Key words: autistic traits, broader autism phenotype, attachment styles, social functioning, communication

Introduction

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a spectrum of 
neurodevelopmental condition characterized by chal-
lenges in social communication and interaction, along-
side restricted and repetitive behaviors (WHO, 2023). 
The prevalence of ASD has been increasing, with 
estimates suggesting it affects about 1 in 36 children 
(Hirota & King, 2023; Hodges et al., 2020; Sharma 
et al., 2018). Individuals with ASD often experience 
difficulties in social interaction and communication, 
which can manifest as challenges in understanding 
social cues, maintaining conversations, or forming 
relationships (Hodges et al., 2020; Hyman et al., 2019; 
Lord et al., 2018; Sharma et al., 2018). Many individ-
uals with ASD also experience comorbid conditions 
such as ADHD, anxiety, depression, and epilepsy, 
which can complicate diagnosis and treatment (Hirota 
& King, 2023; Lord et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2018).

Autism spectrum disorders are influenced by 
a combination of genetic and environmental factors. 
ASD is highly heritable, with numerous genetic var-
iants contributing to its risk. Both common and rare 
genetic mutations have been implicated (Havdahl et 
al., 2021; Yoon et al., 2020). Factors such as parental 
age, prenatal exposure to certain drugs, and environ-
mental toxins may also increase ASD risk (Sharma 
et al., 2018; Yoon et al., 2020).

The broader autism phenotype (BAP) refers to a set 
of subclinical traits that are similar to, but milder than 
those observed in individuals with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). BAP includes mild expressions of 
autistic-like traits, such as social communication difficul-
ties and rigid personality traits, which do not meet the 
full criteria for an ASD diagnosis (Ingersoll & Wainer, 
2014; Landry & Chouinard, 2016; Piven et al., 1997). 
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Key domains include social and communication deficits, 
stereotyped behaviors, and cognitive traits such as face 
processing and executive function (Dawson et al., 2002; 
Pickles et al., 2000; Piven et al., 1997).

These traits are often found in family members 
of individuals with ASD and can provide insights 
into the genetic and environmental factors asso-
ciated with autism. Studies show a strong genetic 
component to BAP, with higher concordance rates 
in monozygotic twins compared to dizygotic twins, 
indicating heritability (Couteur et al., 1996; Piven et 
al., 1997). Siblings and parents of individuals with 
ASD often exhibit BAP traits, which can manifest 
as intermediate levels of autistic traits compared to 
typical controls and those with ASD (Pisula & Zie-
gart-Sadowska, 2015; Ruzich et al., 2015).

The presence of subclinical autistic traits is in 
negative relation to mental health (Pisula et al., 
2015; Stimpson et al., 2021).This relation was also 
reported in parents of children with autism and older 
adults. Parents of children with autism often exhibit 
subclinical traits, which are linked to reduced mental 
health indicators, including increased symptoms 
of anxiety, depression, and stress. Psychological in-
flexibility and challenging parenting experiences are 
significant mediators in this relationship, suggesting 
that interventions targeting these areas could improve 
mental health outcomes for parents (El-Bouhali-Ab-
dellaoui et al., 2024; Kulasinghe et al., 2021; Pruitt 
et al., 2018). Fathers with stronger subclinical autism 
traits also experience higher levels of emotional 
distress. In mothers, the presence of a child with 
autism and the child’s emotional dysregulation are 
more closely associated with psychological distress 
(El-Bouhali-Abdellaoui et al., 2024).

Attachment theory, originally developed by John 
Bowlby and Mary Ainsworth (1982), is a psycho-
logical framework that explores the dynamics of 
long-term relationships between humans, particu-
larly as it relates to how early attachments influence 
personal development and behavior throughout life. 
This theory has been widely applied across various do-
mains, including developmental psychology, mental 
health, and organizational behavior. Attachment is 
considered an inborn behavioral system essential for 
survival, with individual differences in attachment 

security emerging during child development. These 
differences are traditionally explained by the internal-
ization of experiences with caregivers into working 
models of attachment. Recent perspectives suggest 
that these differences can also be understood through 
the principles of classical and operant conditioning, 
integrating neurocognitive and endocrinological 
processes such as cortisol, oxytocin, and dopamine 
(Bosmans et al., 2020).

Attachment influences the processing of social 
information throughout life. Secure attachment models 
allow for open and safe processing of both positive and 
negative social information, while insecure models 
may lead to defensive exclusion or negatively biased 
processing. This pattern is consistent across child-
hood, adolescence, and adulthood, affecting attention, 
memory, and attributions (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011).

Attachment is potentially affecting mental health 
outcomes such as anxiety and depression. This theory 
posits that insecure attachment styles, characterized 
by anxiety and avoidance, can lead to increased vul-
nerability to these mental health issues. Research 
consistently shows that attachment anxiety is more 
strongly associated with depressive symptoms com-
pared to attachment avoidance. Individuals with high 
attachment anxiety tend to experience greater depres-
sive symptoms due to their heightened sensitivity 
to perceived threats in relationships and a constant 
need for reassurance (Zhang et al., 2022; Zheng et al., 
2020). This relationship is moderated by factors such 
as cultural orientation, sex, and age, indicating that 
the impact of attachment anxiety on depression can 
vary across different demographic groups (Zheng et 
al., 2020). While attachment avoidance is also linked 
to depressive symptoms, the association is generally 
weaker than that of attachment anxiety. Avoidant 
individuals may suppress emotional needs and avoid 
closeness, which can lead to feelings of isolation and 
depression, but to a lesser extent than those with attach-
ment anxiety (Zhang et al., 2022; Zheng et al., 2020).

Social anxiety can mediate the relationship 
between attachment styles and depression. For in-
stance, the effect of attachment on depression can 
be partially mediated by social anxiety, suggesting 
that individuals with insecure attachment may 
develop social anxiety, which in turn contributes to 
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depressive symptoms (Manes et al., 2016). Emotion 
regulation strategies also mediate the relationship 
between attachment and depressive symptoms. Anx-
ious attachment is associated with hyperactivating 
strategies, which exacerbate depressive symptoms, 
while avoidant attachment is linked to deactivating 
strategies, though evidence for their mediating role 
is mixed (Malik et al., 2015).

Persons with higher level of autism traits often 
experience attachment insecurity. Higher autism 
characteristics are linked to increased attachment anx-
iety and avoidance, which in turn affect relationship 
satisfaction. Specifically, pragmatic language difficul-
ties are associated with avoidant attachment, while 
aloofness and rigidity contribute to both anxious 
and avoidant attachment styles (Beffel et al., 2021; 
Hirokawa et al., 2019; Lamport & Turner, 2014).

Research indicates that adults with high-function-
ing autism can form secure attachments, although 
they may exhibit less coherent narratives and lower 
reflective function compared to controls. This sug-
gests that while attachment security is possible, it 
may manifest differently in this population (Taylor 
et al., 2008).

Attachment styles have been shown to mediate 
the relationship between childhood experiences and 
adult mental health outcomes. For instance, insecure 
attachment styles, such as anxious and avoidant at-
tachment, are linked to higher levels of anxiety and 
depression (Widom et al., 2018). This mediation 
effect suggests that attachment styles could similarly 
mediate the relationship between autism traits and 
mental health problems, potentially exacerbating or 
mitigating mental health issues depending on the 
attachment style (Parada-Fernández et al., 2021; 
Sechi et al., 2020).

Understanding the mediating role of attach-
ment styles can inform therapeutic strategies for 
neurodiverse population. Interventions that focus 
on enhancing secure attachment and addressing 
attachment-related issues may improve mental health 
outcomes for persons with high autistic traits ( Jen-
nissen et al., 2024). Additionally, targeting attach-
ment styles in therapy could help reduce emotion 
dysregulation and improve psychological well-being 
(Parada-Fernández et al., 2021).

1.	Aims and hypothesis

The present study aimed to examine whether attach-
ment styles mediate the relationship between autistic 
traits – particularly communication difficulties and 
social skill deficits – and symptoms of depression 
and anxiety. Building on previous research linking 
subclinical autistic characteristics (Broader Autism 
Phenotype) with emotional distress, we investigated 
the role of three attachment styles (anxious-ambiva-
lent, avoidant, and secure) as potential psychological 
mechanisms explaining how these traits may influence 
mental health.

Given that both autistic traits and insecure at-
tachment have been associated with internalizing 
symptoms, we hypothesized that:

1.	 Higher levels of autistic traits, particularly difficul-
ties in communication and social skills, would be 
positively associated with symptoms of depression 
and anxiety.

2.	 Insecure attachment styles (anxious-ambivalent 
and avoidant) would be positively associated with 
depression and anxiety symptoms, whereas secure 
attachment would be negatively associated with 
these symptoms.

3.	 The relationship between autistic traits (espe-
cially communication and social difficulties) and 
symptoms of depression and anxiety would be 
mediated by attachment styles:
	· The anxious-ambivalent and avoidant styles 

would increase symptoms.
	· The secure style would decrease symptoms, 

serving a protective role.

2.	Methods

2.1.	 Participants

The study included 130 participants (65 couples) 
aged 25-55 years (M = 36.66, SD = 4.83). Groups 
included parents of children with developmental 
disorders – autism spectrum and Down syndrome. 
Participants were recruited through therapeutic and 
diagnostic centers that provide support for families of 
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children with developmental difficulties. Recruitment 
was conducted with the assistance of staff members 
at these institutions, who informed eligible parents 
about the opportunity to participate in the study. 
Parents who expressed interest received detailed 
information about the study’s purpose, scope, and 
ethical considerations. Each participant provided 
written informed consent prior to participation. 
They were explicitly informed that the study was 
anonymous, voluntary, and that they could with-
draw at any point without providing a reason and 
without any consequences. Participants completed 
the battery of questionnaires individually, in paper 
form. The study was conducted in accordance with 
the ethical standards of the 1964 Helsinki Declaration 
and its later amendments.

2.2.	 Measures

Autism Spectrum Quotient (AQ) is a self-report 
questionnaire used to measure autism traits in adults 
within the intellectual norm. The scale consists of 
50 statements, to which the respondent responds on 
a four-point scale. High results on this scale indicate 
more pronounced autistic traits. Persons diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorders achieve significant-
ly higher results compared to the general popula-
tion (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001). In addition to the 
overall score, five subscales can also be calculated: 
social skills, attention switching, attention to detail, 
communication, and imagination (Hoekstra et al., 
2008). The Polish adaptation of the scale (Pisula et 
al., 2013) was proven to have satisfactory internal 
consistency and accuracy. In the Polish adaptation 
of the tool, 80% of people with ASD scored above 
25 points (Pisula et al., 2013). The suggested cut-off 
point for screening for ASD in the original version 
was 32 points (Baron-Cohen et al., 2001).

The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-30; 
Goldberg, 1972) is a self-report screening tool used 
to assess general mental health in adults. The 30-item 
version represents an intermediate form between 
the longer GHQ-60 and the shorter GHQ-12 and 

GHQ-20 versions. Respondents rate each item on 
a 4-point Likert scale, reflecting the frequency or 
intensity of psychological symptoms. Responses 
were scored using a 0-1-2-3 method, with high-
er scores indicating greater psychological distress. 
The Polish adaptation of the GHQ-30 (Małyszczak 
& Pawłowski, 2003) demonstrates excellent internal 
consistency (Cronbach’s α = .97) and good psycho-
metric properties, including sensitivity (.85) and 
specificity (.80). The GHQ-30 has shown strong 
correlations with clinical diagnoses of mental dis-
orders (τ = .53) and with the Global Assessment of 
Functioning Scale (r = -.74), confirming its validity 
in assessing psychological functioning in the gener-
al population. The scale can be analyzed as either 
unidimensional or multidimensional, with three 
subscales: anxiety and depression, social functioning, 
and general well-being (Frydecka et al., 2010).

The Attachment Style Questionnaire (Kwestion-
ariusz Stylów Przywiązania, KSP; Plopa, 2008) is 
a Polish self-report instrument based on the classic 
tripartite model of attachment. It measures three 
attachment styles in adults: secure, anxious-ambiv-
alent, and avoidant. The questionnaire consists of 24 
items, divided into three 8-item subscales. Each item 
is rated on a 7-point Likert scale, indicating the de-
gree to which the statement reflects the respondent’s 
typical experiences in close relationships.

The KSP has demonstrated high internal con-
sistency (Cronbach’s α ranging from .85 to .90) and 
has been validated in both clinical and non-clinical 
Polish populations. It is one of the most frequently 
used tools for measuring attachment styles in Poland.

2.3.	 Statistical Analysis

All statistical analyses were conducted using IBM 
SPSS Statistics version 29 with the PROCESS macro 
(version 4.2; Hayes, 2022). To examine the medi-
ating role of attachment styles in the relationship 
between autistic traits and symptoms of depression 
and anxiety, a series of mediation models (Model 4 
in PROCESS) were applied.
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3.	Results

Prior to conducting the main analyses, descriptive sta-
tistics were computed for all study variables, including 
means, standard deviations, skewness, and kurtosis. 
The Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was used to assess 
the normality of distribution. As shown in Table 1, 
most variables deviated significantly from the nor-
mal distribution, except for the anxious-ambivalent 
attachment style, which did not differ significantly 
from normality.

3.1.	 Bivariate correlations

Spearmans’s correlation analyses were conducted 
to examine the associations between autistic traits, 
attachment styles, and symptoms of depression and 
anxiety. As shown in Appendix A, total autistic 
traits (AQ total) were positively correlated with 
overall mental health difficulties (GHQ total; 
rho = .32, p < .001), as well as with all three GHQ 
subscales, particularly anxiety and depression 
(rho = .27, p = < .01).

The secure attachment style was negatively as-
sociated with GHQ (rho = -.27, p < .01), suggest-
ing a protective role. In contrast, both the avoid-
ant (rho = .25, p < .01) and anxious-ambivalent 
(rho = .46, p < .001) styles were positively associated 
with GHQ scores. Secure attachment also showed 

significant negative correlations with autistic traits 
(e.g., r = -.46 with AQ total), while insecure styles 
correlated positively with AQ subscales.

3.2.	 Mediation analyses of attachment styles 
in predicting general mental health 
problems

The series of three mediation models was conducted, 
employed Hayes’ PROCESS macro (Model 4) for 
mediation in SPSS. In each model, the independent 
variable was a different attachment style (secure, 
avoidant, anxious), and the dependent variable was 
the total level of psychological symptoms (GHQ 
Total). Two concurrent mediators were included: 
AQ Social Skills (social difficulties) and AQ Com-
munication (communication difficulties).

3.2.1.	 Model 1 – secure attachment

In the first model, secure attachment negatively pre-
dicted both social difficulties (β = -1.78, p < .001) and 
communication difficulties (β = -1.39, p < .001). An in-
direct effect through AQ – Social Skills was statistically 
significant, while the direct effect was non-significant. 
This indicates a full mediation via social functioning: 
individuals with a secure attachment style experienced 
fewer social difficulties, which in turn was associated 
with lower psychological symptom severity.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and with Kolmogorov-Smirnov Test

Variable Min Max Mean SD Skewness Kurtosis K – S test p-value

AQ – Attention Switching 0 27 5.58 3.23 2.334 13.77 0.119 .000

AQ – Communication 0 14 2.16 2.43 1.702 4.108 0.199 .000

AQ – Attention to Detail 0 27 5.68 3.60 1.812 8.214 0.136 .000

AQ – Imagination 0 11 4.05 2.66 0.434 -0.207 0.093 .008

GHQ – Total Score 10 82 32.98 13.85 1.092 1.202 0.120 .000

GHQ – Anxiety and Depression 2 32 12.19 6.50 0.711 0.228 0.104 .001

GHQ – General Functioning 0 19 8.28 3.37 0.966 1.477 0.211 .000

GHQ – Interpersonal Relationships 0 7 3.37 1.40 0.299 0.835 0.273 .000

ASQ – Secure Attachment 2.75 6.75 4.49 0.70 -0.141 0.504 0.113 .000

ASQ – Avoidant Attachment 2.00 6.50 4.26 0.82 0.053 0.255 0.093 .008

ASQ – Anxious-Ambivalent 
Attachment

2.00 6.00 4.12 0.76 0.001 0.000 0.050 .200
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3.2.2.	 Model 2 – avoidant attachment

Avoidant attachment positively predicted AQ – So-
cial Skills (β = 1.21, p < .001) and AQ Communica-
tion (β = 0.76, p = .003). The model revealed both 
a significant direct effect on psychological symptoms 
(β = 3.37, p = .033) and a significant indirect effect 
through AQ – Social Skills. This indicates a partial 
mediation, with avoidant attachment contributing 
to increased symptom severity both directly and 
indirectly via impaired social functioning.

3.2.3.	 Model 3 – anxious-ambivalent 
attachment

Anxious attachment significantly predicted both AQ 
Social Skills (β = 0.60, p = .031) and AQ – Com-
munication (β = 0.63, p = .024). The model showed 
a strong direct effect on psychological symptoms 
(β = 7.73, p < .001) and a significant indirect effect 
via AQ – Social Skills, but no mediation through 
AQ Communication. This pattern suggests that 
anxious attachment contributes to psychological 
distress through both direct and indirect pathways, 
the latter via increased social difficulties.

3.3.	 Mediation analyses of attachment styles 
in predicting anxiety and depression 
symptoms

This series of analyses aimed to examine whether 
the relationship between three adult attachment 
styles (secure, avoidant, anxious-ambivalent) and 
symptoms of anxiety and depression (GHQ – 
Anxiety and Depression subscale) is mediated by 
social (AQ Social Skills) and communication (AQ 
Communication) difficulties.

3.3.1.	 Model 1 – secure attachment

Secure attachment was a strong negative predictor 
of both social difficulties (β = -1.78, p < .001) and 
communication difficulties (β = -1.39, p < .001). 
There was a significant indirect effect via AQ – So-
cial Skills, while the direct effect on GHQ – Anxiety 
and Depression was non-significant. This pattern 

supports a full mediation, suggesting that secure 
attachment protects mental health through its 
impact on social functioning.

3.3.2.	 Model 2 – avoidant attachment

Avoidant attachment significantly predicted both 
AQ Social Siklls (β = 1.21, p < .001) and AQ Com-
munication (β = 0.76, p = .003). The indirect effect 
via AQ – Social Skills was statistically significant, 
while the direct effect on GHQ – Anxiety and De-
pression approached significance (β = 1.31, p = .077). 
This pattern is consistent with a partial mediation, 
with the avoidant attachment style affecting anxiety 
and depression symptoms both directly and through 
social difficulties.

3.3.3.	 Model 3 – anxious-ambivalent 
attachment

Anxious attachment showed the strongest direct 
effect on GHQ – Anxiety and Depresison (β = 3.60, 
p < .001), along with a significant indirect effect via 
AQ – Soccial Skills (CI = [0.03; 0.97]). Interestingly, 
AQ Communication played a suppressing role, with 
a significant negative indirect effect (CI = [-0.76; 
-0.01]). The total indirect effect was not significant, 
indicating a mixed mediation pattern. Anxious-am-
bivalent individuals experience greater anxiety and 
depression both directly and indirectly via AQ – 
Social Skills, but this is partially counterbalanced 
by communication effects.

3.4.	 Mediation analyses of attachment styles 
in predicting general psychological 
functioning

This set of analyses aimed to explore how different 
adult attachment styles predict general psycholog-
ical functioning, measured by the GHQ – General 
Functioning subscale. Across the three models, 
none of the attachment styles demonstrated sig-
nificant indirect effects through AQ – Social Skills 
or AQ – Communication.

120 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

A. Siedler, A. Waligórska



3.5.	 Mediation analyses of attachment styles 
in predicting interpersonal functioning

The following mediation models were conducted to 
assess how distinct adult attachment styles influence 
interpersonal functioning, measured by the GHQ 
Interpersonal Relationships subscale.

3.5.1.	 Model 1 – secure attachment

In the model including secure attachment as the 
predictor, results revealed a significant negative direct 
effect of secure attachment on interpersonal dysfunc-
tion (β = -0.46, p = .022), indicating that individuals 
with a higher level of secure attachment report fewer 
interpersonal difficulties. Moreover, secure attach-
ment was a significant negative predictor of both 
mediators: AQ – Social Skills (β = -1.78, p < .001) 
and AQ – Communication (β = -1.39, p < .001). 

Table 3. Summary of mediation results for GHQ – anxiety and depressiom

Attachment Style
Direct Effect 

(X ⟶ Y)
Total Indirect 

Effect
Mediation via AQ - 

Social Skills
Mediation via AQ - 

Communication
Mediation Pattern

Secure -1.22 (p = .193) -0.73 (ns) -1.32 [CI: -2.31; -0.34] 0.59 (ns) Full via AQ_Soc

Avoidant 1.31 (p = .077) 0.57 (ns) 0.85 [CI: 0.14; 1.66] -0.29 (ns) Partial via AQ_Soc

Anxious-
Ambivalent

3.60 (p < .001) 0.13 (ns) 0.47 [CI: 0.03; 0.97] -0.33 [CI: -0.76; -0.01] Mixed/Suppression

*Note: ns – not statistically significant

Table 4. Mediation models predicting GHQ - interpersonal relationships 

Attachment Style
Direct Effect 

(X ⟶ Y)
Total Indirect 

Effect
Mediation via AQ - 

Social Skills
Mediation via AQ - 

Communication
Mediation Pattern

Secure -0.46 (p = .022) -0.15 (ns) -0.25 [CI: -0.54; -0.00] 0.11 (ns)
Partial via AQ-

Social Skills

Avoidant 0.30 (p = .055) 0.14 (ns) 0.19 (ns) -0.05 (ns)
Marginal, 

borderline

Anxious-
Ambivalent

0.48 (p = .003) 0.06 (ns) 0.11 [CI: 0.00; 0.27] -0.05 (ns)
Partial via AQ-

Social Skills

*Note: ns – not statistically significant

Table 2. Comparative summary of the three mediation models

Direct Effect 
(X ⟶ Y)

Total Indirect 
Effect

Mediation via AQ –  
Social Skills

Mediation via AQ – 
Communication

Mediation Pattern

-3.25 (p = .104) -1.55 -2.44 [CI: -4.45; -0.28] 0.89 (ns) Full via AQ – Social Skills

3.37 (p = .033) 1.18 (ns) 1.57 [CI: 0.07; 3.20] -0.39 (ns) Partial via AQ – Social Skills

7.73 (p < .001) 0.39 (ns) 0.92 [CI: 0.02; 1.93] -0.53 (ns) Partial via AQ – Social Skills

*Note: ns – not statistically significant
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The indirect pathway through AQ – Social Skills 
was statistically significant (CI = [-0.54; -0.00]), 
confirming a partial mediation.

3.5.2.	 Model 2 – avoidant attachment

In the model with avoidant attachment as the inde-
pendent variable, avoidant attachment was associated 
with higher levels of AQ – Social Skills difficulties 
(β = 1.21, p < .001) and AQ – Communication 
difficulties (β = 0.76, p = .003). The direct effect of 
avoidant attachment on GHQ-RI was marginally 
significant (β = 0.30, p = .055), indicating a possible 
tendency toward greater interpersonal dysfunction in 
avoidantly attached individuals. The indirect effect 
through AQ – Social Skills approached significance 
(CI = [-0.01; 0.40]), while the mediation via AQ – 
Communication was not significant.

3.5.3.	 Model 3 – anxious-ambivalent 
attachment

The final model, with anxious-ambivalent attachment 
as the predictor, showed the strongest direct effect on 
interpersonal dysfunction among the three models 
(β = 0.48, p = .002). Anxiously attached individuals 
also demonstrated higher levels of social (β = 0.60, 
p = .031) and communication (β = 0.63, p = .024) 
difficulties. Importantly, the indirect effect via AQ 
– Social Skills was significant (CI = [0.00; 0.27]), 
indicating that the impact of anxious attachment 
on interpersonal functioning is partially mediated 
by social deficits. No significant mediation via AQ 
– Communication was observed.

4.	Discussion

The present study sought to investigate the psycho-
logical mechanisms linking adult attachment styles 
to various dimensions of psychological functioning, 
with a particular focus on potential mediating roles 
of social and communication difficulties. Across five 
subscales of the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) 
– including overall psychological symptoms (GHQ 
Total), anxiety and depression (GHQ – Anxiety and 

Depression), general functioning (GHQ – General 
Functioning), and interpersonal functioning (GHQ 
– Interpersonal Relationships) – consistent and nu-
anced patterns emerged, highlighting the differential 
impacts of secure, avoidant, and anxious-ambivalent 
attachment styles. These findings offer both theoretical 
insights and clinically relevant implications regard-
ing how early relational experiences, internalized as 
attachment patterns, shape mental health outcomes 
through interpersonal functioning.

One of the most robust findings across all models 
was the consistent predictive role of secure attach-
ment in promoting psychological resilience. Secure 
attachment was associated with fewer social and 
communication difficulties, which in turn pre-
dicted lower levels of psychological symptoms. 
In particular, for general psychological distress and 
interpersonal functioning, the protective effect of 
secure attachment was mediated through better 
social skills, confirming long-standing theoretical 
assertions that secure attachment fosters interper-
sonal competence.

This aligns with previous literature demonstrat-
ing that secure individuals typically possess more 
adaptive emotion regulation strategies, greater 
trust in others, and more effective communication 
skills – all of which are fundamental to psychosocial 
adjustment. Secure attachment is associated with 
lower levels of anxiety, depression, and other mental 
health issues. Individuals with secure attachment 
styles generally have better emotional regulation, 
higher self-esteem, and the ability to form satisfying 
relationships, which contribute to their psycho-
logical well-being (Ginalska & Cichopek, 2024; 
Schuman et al., 2023; Watt, 2023; Xinchen, 2024). 
Secure attachment is also a key factor in resilience, 
providing individuals with the ability to cope with 
adverse life events without developing psychological 
or psychiatric symptoms. This resilience is partly 
mediated by better emotion regulation and social 
support (Karreman & Vingerhoets, 2012; Rasmus-
sen et al., 2018; Svanberg, 1998). Studies show that 
individuals with secure attachment styles have higher 
resilience scores compared to those with insecure 
attachment styles, such as preoccupied, dismissive, 
or fearful attachments. Insecure attachment styles 
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are linked to higher levels of mental health problems 
and lower resilience (Başal et al., 2020 ; Schuman 
et al., 2023; Xinchen, 2024).

Notably, in the models predicting anxiety and 
depression, the mediation by social difficulties was 
again significant, further supporting the role of in-
terpersonal competencies as a protective buffer. 
However, for general functioning, no significant 
indirect or direct effects were observed, suggest-
ing that the benefits of secure attachment may not 
extend as clearly to global functional impairment, 
which may be influenced by broader psychosocial or 
contextual factors beyond the scope of interpersonal 
variables. Literature shows, that individuals with 
secure attachment styles experience less anxiety and 
depression and perceive more social support, which 
contributes to better affect regulation (Adar et al., 
2022; Priel & Shamai, 1995). Social support par-
tially mediates the relationship between attachment 
styles and psychological distress. Secure attachment 
enhances perceived social support, which in turn 
reduces anxiety and depression (Adar et al., 2022; 
Dark-Freudeman et al., 2020). Both social self-efficacy 
and emotional awareness are significant mediators 
for attachment anxiety and avoidance, impacting 
psychological distress and perceived social support 
(Mallinckrodt & Wei, 2005).

In contrast, avoidant attachment was consistently 
associated with increased interpersonal difficulties, 
particularly in social functioning and communica-
tion, yet its impact on psychological outcomes was 
more complex and, in some cases, less direct. While 
avoidantly attached individuals reported elevated 
interpersonal challenges, these did not consistently 
translate into higher levels of psychological symptoms 
across outcomes. This may reflect the avoidant indi-
vidual’s defensive deactivation of attachment needs 
and a tendency to suppress distress or vulnerability, 
which might attenuate the conscious experience or 
reporting of psychological symptoms despite under-
lying interpersonal dysfunction. Interestingly, in the 
domain of interpersonal functioning (GHQ-RI), 
avoidant attachment showed a marginally significant 
direct effect and a potential trend toward partial 
mediation via social difficulties. This suggests that 
while avoidant individuals may be socially withdrawn 

or emotionally distant, the subjective experience of 
dysfunction may be more subtle or context-dependent 
– emerging more clearly in relational settings that 
demand emotional availability or social reciprocity.

Anxious-ambivalent attachment, on the other 
hand, showed the strongest and most consistent as-
sociations with psychological distress across models. 
Individuals with this attachment style demonstrated 
elevated symptoms of anxiety, depression, interper-
sonal dysfunction, and poorer general functioning. 
Notably, these associations were explained both 
directly and indirectly, with social difficulties playing 
a key mediating role. This suggests that the height-
ened emotional reactivity, fear of abandonment, and 
relational preoccupation characteristic of anxious 
attachment contribute not only to direct psycho-
logical distress, but also to impaired interpersonal 
effectiveness. Anxiously attached individuals may 
display hyperactivating strategies – such as exces-
sive reassurance seeking, emotional volatility, and 
dependency – which impair social relationships 
and, in turn, exacerbate symptoms of distress. These 
findings reinforce the notion that anxious attach-
ment represents a particularly potent risk factor for 
internalizing psychopathology, particularly when 
social functioning is compromised.

Research shows that anxious – ambivalent and 
avoidant attachment styles are linked to higher levels 
of anxiety and depression. These styles often result in 
difficulties with emotional regulation and increased 
psychological distress (Cooley et al., 2010; Manning 
et al., 2017; Wang, 2023). Individuals with avoidant 
attachment often report higher levels of anxiety 
and depression. They tend to have smaller and less 
satisfying social support networks, which can exac-
erbate feelings of distress (Anders & Tucker, 2000; 
Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995; Priel & Shamai, 1995). 
Avoidant individuals often maintain emotional 
distance, which can lead to increased feelings of 
isolation and anxiety (Birnbaum et al., 1997; Tidwell 
et al., 1996). Anxious-ambivalent attachment style 
is strongly associated with anxiety and depression. 
Anxious-ambivalent individuals often experience 
high levels of anxiety and have difficulty regulating 
negative emotions, which can lead to depressive 
symptoms (Cooley et al., 2010; Mikulincer, 1998; 
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Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995). They tend to have 
a negative self-view and are highly concerned about 
their relationships, which can contribute to their 
mental health challenges (Mikulincer, 1995, 1998). 
Both avoidant and anxious-ambivalent individuals 
often have deficits in interpersonal communication 
competence, which affects their ability to form and 
maintain supportive social networks. This lack of so-
cial competence can mediate the relationship between 
attachment style and mental health outcomes, such as 
anxiety and depression (Anders & Tucker, 2000; Priel 
& Shamai, 1995). For avoidant individuals, lower 
levels of self-disclosure and assertiveness contribute 
to smaller social networks and less satisfaction with 
social support. Anxious individuals also struggle with 
assertiveness, which affects their social interactions 
and satisfaction (Anders & Tucker, 2000).

Across all models, a consistent and theoretically 
significant finding was the limited mediating role of 
communication difficulties (AQ – Communication). 
Despite being predicted by attachment styles, AQ 
Communication subscale did not mediate the rela-
tionship between attachment and psychological out-
comes in a statistically robust manner in any model. 
This suggests that it is not general communication 
per se, but rather relational and emotional aspects of 
social functioning that form the crucial link between 
attachment and mental health. From a psychological 
standpoint, this supports the emphasis placed by at-
tachment theory on affective attunement, emotional 
regulation, and relational responsiveness over the 
pragmatic or linguistic features of communication.

The implications of these findings are substantial. 
From a theoretical perspective, the results underscore 
the central role of social functioning in mediating the 
impact of attachment on mental health, providing em-
pirical support for interpersonal and social-cognitive 

models of psychopathology. These models posit that 
early attachment experiences shape internal working 
models of self and others, which in turn influence 
social behaviors, interpersonal expectations, and 
emotion regulation strategies – all of which con-
verge to impact mental health outcomes. Insecure 
attachment, particularly of the anxious type, appears 
to set the stage for maladaptive social patterns that 
may compromise both interpersonal functioning 
and psychological well-being.

From a clinical perspective, these results suggest 
that attachment-based interventions, particularly 
those aimed at enhancing social skills and interper-
sonal effectiveness, may hold promise for reducing 
psychological distress in individuals with insecure 
attachment patterns. Psychotherapeutic approaches 
such as Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT), Men-
talization-Based Therapy (MBT), and Interpersonal 
Therapy (IPT) that address relational schemas and 
promote healthier social functioning may be especial-
ly effective. In particular, interventions that target the 
improvement of social skills – such as assertiveness 
training, perspective-taking, and emotional expres-
siveness – may serve as key mediators in improving 
psychological outcomes among individuals with 
insecure attachment styles.

In conclusion, this study provides a compre-
hensive account of the relational pathways through 
which adult attachment styles contribute to various 
dimensions of psychological functioning. By illumi-
nating the mediating role of social functioning – and 
to a lesser extent, communication – the findings point 
toward the interpersonal fabric of mental health. 
They call for both theoretical models and clinical 
approaches that place attachment, relationships, 
and social competence at the center of psychological 
well-being.
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The importance of family fat talk and body image for indirect 
self-destructiveness of adult girls and boys in late adolescence1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/62P_janu.pdf

https://doi.org/10.34766/xpqz5563 

Sandra Anna Januszewskaa, Julia Banachb 

a �Sandra Anna Januszewska, https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7748-2005,  
graduate of Casimir the Great University in Bydgoszcz, Poland

b �Julia Banach, https://orcid.org/0009-0008-4606-833, 
Department of Clinical Psychology, Casimir the Great University in Bydgoszcz, Poland
 �Corresponding author: sandra010300@wp.pl

Abstract: Introduction: During adolescence, relationships and communication within the family undergo significant changes, but they remain important, 
and a supportive family reduces the risk of mental health disorders in the future. However, caregivers – apart from engaging in various activities for the chil-
dren’s development – also initiate fat talk, which refers to conversations that devalue the shape and weight of their own bodies and/or the bodies of others. 
This article addresses the potential connections between family fat talk conversations and body image, as well as the significance of these phenomena for the 
indirect self-destructiveness of both girls and boys in late adolescence. An exploratory study was designed using a correlational model, as the literature review 
indicates that these relationships – particularly in Poland – have not been empirically verified before, since the tool for assessing family fat talk conversations 
was only published in December 2024. Method: The study involved 83 individuals aged 18 and 19 – late adolescence. The following measurement tools 
were used: a) Personal Questionnaire – used to collect data characterizing the sample (e.g., age, gender, siblings), b) Body Esteem Scale for Adolescents and Adults 
(BESAA) in the Polish adaptation by Słowińska to measure body image, c) Family Fat Talk Questionnaire (FFTQ-PL) in the Polish adaptation by Ziółkowska 
et al. to measure body-related conversations within the family, d) Indirect Self-Destructiveness Scale (PAD-25) in the Polish adaptation by Pilarska and Suchańska 
to measure the intensity of risky behaviors. Results: The study confirmed that the greater the involvement in fat talk conversations within the family, the more 
negative self-perception and body image. It was shown that more intense participation in family fat talk conversations could be associated with a reduction 
of indirect self-destructiveness symptoms. Furthermore, higher frequency of family fat talk conversations is linked to a more negative self-image and a higher 
level of indirect self-destructive behaviors. Conclusions: Participation in family fat talk conversations may alleviate emotional tension related to dissatisfaction 
with one’s body, while temporarily protecting against more drastic forms of self-destructive behaviors. On the other hand, these conversations can also be 
considered a form of indirect self-destructive behavior due to their self-deprecating nature and the negative consequences that manifest over time. It is 
important to emphasize that further exploration of these areas and their co-occurrence is necessary to obtain more representative results.
Keywords:body image, family fat talk, indirect self-destructiveness, late adolescence

1.	Overview and aim of the study

Adolescence is a time of significant physical changes 
and heightened sensitivity to socio-cultural influ-
ences, making it especially crucial to have a suitable 
body image (Ziółkowska, Łoboda, Dąbrowska, 
Szrajda, 2024). While fat talk has been recognized 
as a socially acceptable way to communicate neg-
ative body and appearance-related feelings and is 
relevant for peer relationships (Katrevich, Register, 
Aruguete, 2014). Simultaneously, it can also lead 
to the development of unhealthy eating habits and 

body image dissatisfaction, especially in teenagers 
(Shannon, Mills, 2015).

Prior researches (e.g., Arroyo & Andersen, 2016; 
Berlin, 2023; Mills & Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017) 
have mostly focused on family fat talk in relation 
to body image, particularly among young women 
and adolescent girls. However, associations between 
such conversations and other psychological factors 
have not yet been sufficiently investigated (Mills 
& Fuller-Tyszkiewicz, 2017). The review of the lit-
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erature shows that, especially in the Polish context, 
the connections between family fat talk, body image 
and indirect self-destructiveness have not yet been 
empirically confirmed.

Thus, this study’s main goal is to investigate and 
comprehend the connections between family fat talk 
conversations, body image among older adolescents, 
which could – firstly pave the way for more thorough 
investigation and secondly – could be beneficial for 
psychological prevention as well as clinical practice.

2.	Theoretical framework 
of the study

Conversations that include negative comments 
about one’s own or others’ weight and body shape 
are referred to as “fat talk” (Ziółkowska et al., 
2024). Salk and Engeln-Maddox (2011, as cited 
in Ziółkowska et al., 2024) emphasize that fat talk is 
about “feeling fat” rather than “being fat,” suggesting 
that these discussions take place regardless of one’s 
actual body weight. In research works (e.g., Chow 
& Tan, 2018; Hooper, Kilpela, Ogubuike, Becker, 
2023) fat talk has been linked to body dissatisfaction 
and its negative self-perception which appear in 
statements like: “I’m too fat,” “My thighs are huge,” 
or “My arms are sagging”. It’s interesting to note 
that Hooper et al. (2023) postulate that “positive” 
undertones may also occur in fat talk conversations, 
such as: “You look great! Have you lost weight?” 
or “You’ve changed! Are you on a diet?”

Relationships and communication within 
family are essential for adolescence, and future 
mental health problems are less likely happening 
in a healthy, supportive family setting (Teleon & 
Włoszczak-Szubzda, 2019). Nonetheless, families 
in addition to taking number of actions aimed 
at children’s development, also initiate fat talk; 
which can be observed especially in relationships 
between mothers and daughters (Rogers, Martz, 
Webb, Galloway, 2017). According to Arroyo, 
Segin, and Harwood (2014), bulimic symptoms, 
drive for thinness, and body dissatisfaction were 
all associated with mother-daughter fat talk. It has 
been documented that both mothers’ engagement 

in fat talk and their daughters’ observation of these 
conversations in the family may lead to body dissat-
isfaction and the emergence of bulimic tendencies 
(Arroyo & Anderson, 2016).

Body image is a mental representation that is 
created to view our own bodies (Shilder, 1935, 
cited in Mirucka, 2003). Mentioned by Mirucka 
(2003, as cited in Mioduchowska-Zienkiewicz, 
2015) „creation” of one’s body image is shaped by 
both internal and external information as well as 
life experiences, which means it can be modified 
throughout a person’s life. Due to the substantial 
physical and psychological changes that occur during 
adolescence, body image formation is especially 
crucial during this time (Kubacka-Jasiecka, 2021). 
Teenagers frequently face the necessity to alter 
their bodies and incorporate these modifications 
with their preexisting self-image in today’s rapidly 
evolving cultural changes, which can be frustrating 
(Favazza, 1996; Klayman-Farber, 2004; Kowalik, 
2003; Turner, 1996).

The construct of indirect self-destructiveness 
was defined by Kelley, Cheung, Rodrigues-Carrillo, 
Singh, Wan & Becker (1985, as cited in Pilarska & 
Suchańska, 2021) who recognized that the harm 
resulting from these behaviors is deferred in time and 
is most often a side effect rather that the purpose of 
the conduct. The intention of human being is not 
to attack his/her own body/life, but to succumb 
to dangerous desires, despite the physical, social or 
psychological costs incurred (Kelley et al., 1985, as 
cited in Pilarska & Suchańska, 2021). According 
to Suchańska and Wycisk (1998) indirect self-de-
structiveness is defined as a generalised tendency to 
engage in behaviors that endanger well-being and 
life quality, while excluding one-time behaviors, 
accidents and illness from its definition. Risky 
behaviors, health neglect, inadequate planning, 
and passivity in the face of difficulties are a few 
examples of indirect self-destructiveness (Tsirig-
otis, 2021). On the other hand, Achte (1978, as 
cited in Suchańska, 1998) explains that indirect 
self-destructiveness may refer to behaviors (body 
modification, addiction, and risk-taking), life events 
(accidents, neglecting medical care) and intrapsychic 
mechanisms (learned helplessness).
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3.	Methodology

After receiving approval from Casimir the Great 
University’s Faculty of Psychology’s Research Ethics 
Committee (Opinion No. 7/14.01.2025), the study 
was carried out from February to April 2025. In addi-
tion to online participants who fulfilled the inclusion 
criteria and completed the survey, participants were 
gathered from the Craft Vocational School Complex 
in Inowroclaw with consent from the school admin-
istration. Participants had to be 18 or 19 years old to 
be eligible, and those who were younger than 18 or 
older than 19 were excluded. The goal of the study 
was explained honestly and clearly to participants in 
order to protect them. At no point during the study 
was any identifying personal information needed, 
and all data gathered is safely kept. Participants were 
asked to provide informed consent after reading the 
study details. They were made aware that they could 
leave the study at any moment, for any reason, and 
that there would be no repercussions. Since the 
project was carried out without outside funding, 
there was no payment for participation. As stated 
in the research title, the purpose of this pilot study 
was to investigate important variables and possible 
correlations.

Based on literature analysis, the following research 
questions were posed:

1.	 Is there a association between family fat talk 
conversations and body image among adult girls 
and boys in late adolescence?

2.	 Do family fat talk conversations and body image 
correlate with symptoms of indirect self-destruc-
tiveness?

3.	 Can family fat talk conversations serve as a mod-
erator between body image and indirect self-de-
structiveness?

3.1.	 Sample characteristics

Teenagers between the ages of 18 and 19 were included 
in the sample (M = 18.6, SD = 0.49). Out of the 83 re-
sponses (N = 83), 30% of participants identify as male, 
70% as female, and 1 person identify as a gender other 

than the one assigned at birth. 87% of respondents 
declare they are heterosexual, 7% are bisexual, 4% are 
homosexual, and 2% are asexual. 90% of participants 
report living with their parents or legal guardians, 
while 10% report living somewhere else. Furthermore, 
20% do not have siblings, whereas 80% report having 
siblings. More than half (53%) declare experiencing 
psychological difficulties that interfered with daily 
functioning, although only 30% receive professional 
mental health support. Respectively 54% of partici-
pants report smoking cigarettes or e-cigarettes, 42% 
drinking alcohol, 37% consuming energy drinks, 36% 
binge eating, 26% gaming, 17% using pornography, 
10% speeding while driving, 8% casual sex, 8% using 
psychoactive substances, and 5% gambling as risk be-
haviors involving loss of control and/or compulsivity. 
Gathered data was used to describe the study group.

3.2.	 Research tools

Family fat talk, body image, and the degree of indirect 
risk behaviors were measured using three self-report 
scales. Respondents were asked to take a stance to 
the statements contained in the questionnaires in 
accordance with the instructions preceding them. 
A demographic questionnaire was also filled out by 
the participants, gathering data on biological sex and 
gender identity, body measurements (height, current 
weight, and ideal weight), subjective evaluations of 
relationships with parents/guardians and siblings, 
mental health status (self and family), and use of 
psychological services (self and family).

3.2.1.	 Family Fat Talk Questionnaire 
(FFTQ-PL)

Family Fat Talk Questionnaire (FFTQ) was created 
by MacDonald et al. (2015). Polish adaptation con-
ducted by Ziółkowska, Łoboda, Dąbrowska, and 
Szrajda (2024) of this questionnaire was used in the 
present research. FFTQ-PL can be used to identify 
people who engage in self-devaluating conversations 
under the influence of family and close ones. It has 16 
items across two subscales: “Family” (perceptions of 
family members’ body image behaviors) and “Self ” 
(evaluation of one’s own body image). A 5-point scale 

130 |  Quarterly Journal Fides et Ratio 62(2)2025

S.A. Januszewska, J. Banach



is used to rate the responses: 1 – „never”, 2 – „rarely”, 3 
– „sometimes”, 4 – “very often” and 5 – „always”. Cron-
bach’s alpha values for the validation study were 0.89 
overall, 0.85 for the “Self ” subscale, and 0.91 for the 
“Family” subscale, confirming a two-factor structure 
and high reliability (Ziółkowska et al., 2024). In this 
authors own study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 
0.88, confirming high reliability of the tool.

3.2.2.	 Body Esteem Scale for Adolescents 
and Adults (BESAA)

Authors of the BESAA are B. K. Mendelson, White, 
and M. J. Mendelson (2001), whereas Słowińska 
(2019) adapted it into polish conditions. It measures 
self-evaluation of appearance and includes three 
subscales: appearance esteem (general feelings about 
one’s appearance), weight esteem (satisfaction with 
one’s weight), and assigned appearance assessment 
(beliefs about the assessments of one’s appearance 
formulated by others). Cronbach’s alpha for each sub-
scale is greater than 0.75, indicating high validity and 
reliability (Słowińska, 2019). In this questionnaire 23 
items on the scale are rated on a 5-point scale, where: 
1 – „never”, 2 – „rarely”, 3 – „sometimes”, 4 – “very 
often” and 5 – „always”. In authors’ own analyses 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was 0.96, indicating 
high reliability of the scale.

3.2.3.	 Indirect Self-Destructiveness Scale 
(The PAD-25)

The study used PAD-25 questionnaire by Kelley, 
Byrne, Przybyla, C. Eberly, B. Eberly, Greendlinger 
et al. (1985), after adaptation to polish conditions by 
Pilarska and Suchańska (2021). With a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.81, its validity and reliability were con-
firmed (Pilarska & Suchańska, 2021). The shortened 
and unified version of PAD-25 distinguishes between 
genders comparably to the full version and differen-
tiates levels of indirect self-destructive tendencies. 
The scale includes 25 items, rated on a 5-point scale: 
A – „strongly agree”, B – „rather agree”, C – „difficult 
to decide”, D – „rather disagree” and E – „strongly 
disagree”. In the present study, Cronbach’s alpha 
result was 0.82, again confirming high reliability.

4.	Results

Statistical analyses were conducted using jamovi 
software (version 2.3). Descriptive statistics (Table 1) 
were used to characterize the sample, while Pearson’s 
r correlation and linear regression analyses were 
applied to verify the research questions. Consid-
ering the sample size, acceptable levels of skewness 
and kurtosis, it was assumed that the distributions 
approximated normality (Table 1). 

The mean score for the body image variable meas-
ured with the BESAA questionnaire was 69.3, and the 
range of scores from 24 to 106 points for the study 
group, which indicates its internal differentiation. 
The analysis of normality with the Shapiro-Wilk test 
showed a distribution consistent with the normal. 
The mean scores for family fat talk conversations ver-
ified with the FFTQ-PL are in the range from 16 to 
62, with an average score of 30.4 – also confirming 
the internal differentiation of the group. Considering 
the size of the group, as well as the value of skewness 
and kurtosis, it was assumed that the distribution 
is close to normal. The mean score for the indirect 
self-destructiveness variable measured with the PAD-
25 scale was 90.3 with a range from 52 to 119 – also 
indicating the internal differentiation of the group. 
The analysis of normality with the Shapiro-Wilk test 
showed the normality of the distribution.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics for mean results 
and normality values for variables: body image, 
family body-related conversations and indirect risk 
behaviors (N=83)

Body Image
Family Fat Talk 
Conversations

Indirect self-
destructiveness

N 83 83 83

M 69.3 30.4 90.3

SD 21.6 10.4 13.5

Min. 24 16 52

Max. 106 62 119

SK -0.115 0.820 -0.363

K -1.10 0.231 0.263

p 0.017 < .001 0.394

N–group size; M–mean, SD–standard deviation, p–statistical 
significance for the results obtained in the study group, SK–
skewness, K–kurtosis
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Correlation analysis examining the association 
between family fat talk conversations and body im-
age in the studied adolescents showed a statistically 
significant negative and moderate (r = -0.494) rela-
tionship (Table 2). This means that the perception 
of one’s body and the self-esteem associated with it, 
decreases when people engage more intensively in 
conversations that depreciate their own body.

Correlation analysis verifying the relationship 
between family fat talk conversations and body im-
age with symptoms of indirect self-destructiveness 
revealed statistically significant relationships between 
variables (Table 3). Indirect risky behaviors correlate 
positively and moderately with body image (r=0.482), 
while negatively and at a weaker level correlate with 
family fat talk conversations (r = -0.325). People 
with a more favorable perception of themselves and 
their bodies may engage in indirect risky behaviors 
more often. In turn, people who more often engage 
in conversations devaluing their own body and the 
bodies of others engage in other forms of indirect 
self-destructiveness to a lesser extent.

Regression analysis showed that family fat talk 
conversations significantly explained both body 
perception (R² = 0.25, β = -0.496, p<.001) and 
the level of indirect self-destructiveness (R² = 0.11, 
β = -0.326, p = .003) in the study group (Table 4). 
Higher intensity of family fat talk conversations were 
associated with worse body perception and higher 
level of indirect self-destructiveness.

5.	Discussion

Present research revealed statistically significant rela-
tionships between family fat talk conversations and 
body image measured with the BESAA questionnaire. 
It was confirmed that the higher the score in the FFTQ-
PL, the: (a) lower satisfaction with one’s weight, (b) 

Table 2. Relationship between family fat talk 
conversations and body image in the studies 
adolescents (N=83)

Variable Family Fat Talk 
ConversationsBody Image

r -0.494

p < .001

r–Pearson correlation coefficient; p–statistical significance 
coefficient

Table 3. Association between family fat talk and body 
image with symptoms of indirect self-destructiveness 
(N=83)

Variable Body Image
Family Fat Talk 
Conversations

r p r p

Indirect self-
destructiveness

0.482 < .001 -0.325 0.003

r–Pearson correlation coefficient; p–statistical significance 
coefficient

Table 4. The role of family fat talk as a moderator between body image and indirect self-destructiveness (N=83)

Body Image

b β SE t p R R²

— 100.50 6.427 15.64 < .001

Family Fat Talk 
Conversations

-1.03 -0.496 0.200 -5.12 < .001 0.494 0.25

 
Indirect self-destructiveness

b β SE t p R R²

— 103.200 4.389 23.51 < .001

Family Fat Talk 
Conversations

-0.423 -0.326 0.137 -3.09 0.003 0.325 0.11

b–unstandardized regression coefficent, β–standardized beta coefficient; SE–standard error of estimate; t–value of the t statistic, 
p–statistical significance index, R–correlation coefficient; R²–coefficient of determination
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more negative beliefs of the individual in the context 
of being perceived by others, (c) more negative general 
feelings regarding one’s appearance. These results are 
consistent with reports from other researchers. For in-
stance: Becker, Diedrichs, Jankowski, and Werchan 
(2013) in their study, in which women aged 18 to 87 
participated, observed that fat talk conversations were 
significantly correlated with a disturbed perception of 
one’s body, as well as with symptoms of eating disor-
ders. Similar results were obtained by Hooper et al. 
(2023), examining fat talk in a group of women and 
men – in both groups, conversations deprecating one’s 
body were correlated with dissatisfaction with one’s 
own body. Moreover, Ziółkowska et al. (2024) also 
found that more intense engagement in family fat talk 
may deepen negative opinions about one’s appearance.

An important role in shaping the attitude towards 
oneself, especially among children and adolescents, is 
played by the family system and the use of messages 
related to appearance or body weight. Interestingly, it 
turns out that the reaction of others to fat talk conver-
sations can also be significant. In their research, Mills, 
Mort, and Trawley (2019) proved that ignoring fat talk 
conversations leads to reduced body satisfaction, while 
questioning these conversations leads to a reduced 
sense of shame and a greater sense of support.

Current research also revealed that engaging in 
conversations that depreciate one’s body may be as-
sociated with a reduction in symptoms of indirectly 
self-destructive behaviors. As stated by Dutkiewicz 
(2018), it is suggested that there are short-term and 
positive consequences of fat talk such as: reduction 
in the unpleasant emotional state of the individual. 
Similarly, Nichter (2000, as cited in Ziółkowska et 
al., 2024) states that verbalizing one’s dissatisfaction 
with one’s body during conversations can be a valve 
for negative emotions. Perhaps, therefore, engaging in 
self-devaluating conversations and conversations protects 
against more radical forms of self-destructive behaviors.

At the same time, in the analyses it was observed 
that a greater intensity of family fat talk conversations 
is associated with a worse perception of one’s body 
and a higher level of indirect self-destructiveness. 
According to Dutkiewicz (2019), there can also be 
observed negative and long-term effects of fat talk 
conversations, which are related to: body dissatisfac-

tion, the development of eating disorders, depressive 
disorders and/or body dysmorphic disorders. Taking 
into account these reports and the results of present 
research, it can be assumed that perhaps fat talk con-
versations in the family (and not only) is one of the 
forms of indirect self-destructive behaviors, due to 
its self-devaluating nature and negative consequences 
that are distant in time.

The obtained research results are only a pilot of 
the issues, which – in the authors’ opinion – are worth 
delving into in order to explain better the connections 
between the phenomena in question, especially due 
to their application value. It is also necessary to em-
phasize the limitations of this project, in particular 
the relatively small group of respondents, consisting 
mostly of adolescent girls. Therefore, it is necessary 
to further explore these areas based on a more repre-
sentative sample, and also taking into account younger 
adolescents.

6.	Conclusions

Statistical analysis of the obtained results allows for 
the formulation of the following conclusions:

	· there is a statistically significant relationship be-
tween family fat talk conversations and the body 
image of the studied adolescents, indicating that 
the greater the involvement in body-deprecating 
conversations within family, the more negative 
the perception of oneself and one’s body;

	· engaging in family fat talk conversations may 
be associated with a reduction in symptoms of 
indirect self-destructiveness – perhaps participat-
ing in self-devaluating conversations reduces the 
emotional tension associated with body dissat-
isfaction and, as a result, protects against more 
radical forms of self-destructive behavior;

	· greater intensity of family fat talk conversations 
is associated with a more negative self-image 
and a higher level of indirect risky behaviors – 
perhaps family fat talk conversations are one of 
the forms of indirect self-destructive behaviors, 
due to their self-deprecating nature and negative 
consequences that are distant in time.
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The integral development of the student as a support 
to the family in the process of formation: A case study 
of the Association of Friends of Catholic Schools1
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Abstract: Formation, embedded in the very essence of human existence, is a dynamic and complex process that has long been the subject of philosophical 
and pedagogical reflection. Contemporary socio-cultural transformations and the growing challenges of modern civilization point to the need for a renewed 
examination of the aims and structure of formation. This article explores the notion of integral formation, understood as the comprehensive development of 
the human person in the fullness of their physical and psychological being – intellectual, emotional, social, spiritual, and religious. Such a holistic approach to 
human formation appears to offer an appropriate response to contemporary phenomena that contribute to the disintegration of both the individual and the 
community, such as individualism, consumerism, and the erosion of social bonds. A special role in the process of integral formation is attributed to the family 
and the school – particularly the Catholic school – which, through the affirmation of attitudes grounded in human dignity, community orientation, and 
axiological engagement based on Karol Wojtyła’s concept of adequate anthropology, supports the mutifaceted development of students. A practical model 
of integral formation is presented through the case of the Association of Friends of Catholic Schools (SPSK), illustrating specific didactic and formative 
solutions aimed at the integral development of students and the building of a value-based community.
Key words: formation, integral development, values, school, student

Introduction

Formation is a phenomenon embedded in the very 
essence of human existence and the dynamics of 
civilization development, which has been expressed 
throughout the history and culture of individual peo-
ples and nations (cf. Geneja-Pietrzak, 2019; Olbrycht, 
2012; Parzyszek et al., 2024). Diverse perspectives 
on the issue of human formation, especially in the 
context of philosophy, which has always been the 
foundation of any pedagogy, were clearly revealed 
over the centuries. The claim of G. Gutek (2023), 
who worked on the anthropological basis of peda-
gogy and education, clearly emphasizes that what is 
the anthropological vision, so shall be the pedagogy.

Social and cultural transformations contribute to the 
growing need for a profound reflection on the concept 

of formation, its foundation, essence, and governing 
principles. In the face of the numerous modern concepts 
of formation, it emerges as a task that is not only complex 
and extensive but also extremely urgent. The complex-
ity of the surrounding reality may result in the loss of 
the fundamental goal of education: the formation of 
the human person in their integrity, especially in the 
religious and spiritual dimensions. Even though there 
are many entities involved in the process of education, 
the primary responsibility for carrying it out remains 
with the parents and the family. This also entails the 
right to choose such educational institutions where 
the process of education is certain to be aligned with 
their adopted religious and moral rules (Kongregacja 
do spraw Wychowania Katolickiego, 2009, p. 497).
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The concept of integral student development en-
compasses both physical and mental dimensions: in-
tellectual, emotional, social, spiritual, and religious. 
It emphasizes the importance of cultivating such 
traits as dignity, rationality, freedom, responsibility, 
creativity, and the capacity to transcend one’s limi-
tations. It is achieved through educational methods 
that support self-awareness, problem-solving, and 
active participation in cultural life.

Integral upbringing, from early childhood, 
fosters a profound understanding of the value of 
the human person, the meaning of life, and the 
duties that arise from the fact of “being” human (cf., 
Buk-Cegiełka, 2020; Łobacz, 2019). Addressing the 
issue of the meaning of life has become particularly 
relevant in relation to the contemporary adolescent 
crisis. In this respect, logoprevention – preventive 
actions rooted in V.E. Frankl’s logotherapy and 
existential analysis (2009) – acquires special signif-
icance in the upbringing of the younger generation 
(cf. Hornik, 2024; Ruczaj, 2020; Szczukiewicz, 
& Solecki, 2023; Szykuła, 2022). Value-oriented 
education, understood as the support of learners 
in actualizing their own well-ordered hierarchy of 
values, which leads to integral development and 
the fulfillment of human potential, is founded on 
axiological activity. This activity is expressed through 
processes of recognizing, evaluating, accepting, ex-
periencing, clarifying, and actualizing values, both 
individually and socially. This process is closely relat-
ed to the formation of stable attitudes and intrinsic 
motivation, which promote conscious participation 
in social and cultural life (Chałas, 2018).

The core curriculum of early childhood educa-
tion and the organization of educational process 
should provide a framework conducive to the imple-
mentation of integral education. Such a framework 
should enable the harmonious development of the 
child across all important dimensions: psychophys-
ical, social, cultural, and spiritual.

Spiritual development, understood in both 
a naturalistic and religious perspective – especially 
with regard to the Christian tradition – consti-
tutes a key element of integral growth. It pertains 
to fundamental existential categories, such as the 
meaning of life, ultimate values, moral excellence, 

and sanctity. Within this context, early childhood 
education is a foundational stage in the formation 
of personal maturity, which is intrinsically linked to 
both spiritual and religious maturity (Maj, 2019).

The contemporary culture, characterized by 
the escalation of individualism, consumerism, 
and the erosion of social bonds, presents a serious 
challenge for actualizing the ideals of integral and 
personalistic education. The emphasis on indi-
vidual achievements at the expense of common 
good, along with the spread of hedonism and 
materialism, leads to the weakening of spiritual 
and ethical foundations of education (Rostańs-
ka, 2016). Moreover, the process of negating the 
significance of traditional values and the grow-
ing social isolation hamper the formation of sta-
ble interpersonal relationships, which presents 
a threat to personality development grounded 
in personalistic values (Król, 2017). Therefore, 
there is an urgent need for renewing educational 
frameworks by creating environments conducive 
to both the building of personal relationships and 
the affirmation of human dignity and common 
good (Verhoef, Badley, 2021). Teachers, who are 
chief animators of the education process, should 
embody personalistic principles, provide a model of 
involvement and social responsibility, and inspire 
students to creatively and consciously participate 
in community life (Rumayor et al., 2022).

The aim of this article is to analyze the determi-
nants conducive to integral student development 
and to identify opportunities for implementing 
this process in practice as a form of support to the 
family in the upbringing of children, in particular 
with regard to the educational, social and cultural 
environment. The article illustrates a practical 
dimension of the concept of integral education, 
grounded in Christian personalism, implemented 
in the schools of the Association of Friends of 
Catholic Schools (Pol. Stowarzyszenie Przyjaciół 
Szkół Katolickich, SPSK). The specific teaching 
and educational solutions presented in the article 
support the harmonious development of students 
– on the grounds of the theoretical assumptions 
discussed above – in the intellectual, emotional, 
moral, and spiritual areas.
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1.	Determinants of integral 
development of the person

Integral education, being the response to the 
contemporary educational and social challenges, 
requires a sound theoretical foundation to enable 
its conscious and effective implementation in ped-
agogical practice. Today, the subject of integral 
development seems to be less noticeable, not only 
in the space of education and upbringing but also 
in the field of culture as such. This does not mean 
that the modern man has no need of developing 
to the extent of his human potential. Over the 
centuries – especially in the context of philoso-
phy, which has always been the foundation of any 
pedagogy – there were diverse perspectives on 
this problem. In order to adequately understand 
the meaning and significance of this approach, it 
is necessary to refer to the key anthropological, 
axiological, and pedagogical assumptions, which 
are the foundations of integral education. Thus, 
G. Gutek (2023), who worked on the anthro-
pological basis of pedagogy and education, was 
right in his claim, clearly stressing that what is the 
anthropological vision, so shall be the pedagogy.

The experience of the schools that implement 
the assumptions of personalistic pedagogy shows 
that omitting objective educational principles 
is not merely unconducive to development but 
also leads to chaos and the weakening of the 
creative potential of the learner. Upbringing, 
understood as supporting the young person in 
his integral development, is a significatnt duty 
of adults: both teachers and parents (Śliwerski, 
Szkudlarek, 2009).

The need to protect children from the pre-
dominant axiological relativism is being expressed 
with increasing clarity in the educational and 
parental circles. There is a growing desire to find 
the truth about man and to reflect on both the 
very essence of his identity and the directions 
of development that upbringing should define. 
This leads to the emergence of the fundamental 
question: who is man and how – through ed-
ucation – he can increasingly become himself 
(Kraśniewska, 2021).

1.1.	 Family as the first educational environ-
ment

Beyond any doubt, the first educational environment 
is family. Despite numerous crises and dynamic and 
deep socio-cultural transformations, it remains the 
elementary and primary educational environment in 
the child’s life, playing a crucial role in the shaping of 
its emotions and social attitudes, and in the process 
of internalizing the system of values, norms, and 
behavioral patterns.

The pedagogy of family takes into consideration 
a number of key aspects of the family’s right to ed-
ucate. This right, which stems directly from the act 
of procreation and the unique relationships of love 
between parents and children, is inalienable and 
primary with regard to other educational institutions 
(Matyjas, 2020).

In a well functioning family, the foundation of 
the system and the most important relationship in 
its structure is marriage (Braun-Gałkowska, 2002, 
p. 11-17). This relation is of particular importance, 
since it determines the functioning of the whole family 
system. The happiness felt by the spouses is reflected in 
the activities of the entire family, in the extent of the 
sense of security and general satisfaction, and in the 
fulfillment of needs. The style of interaction between 
parents transfers to their relationships with children. 
It also becomes the model of interpersonal behavior for 
the latter (Świętochowski, 2014, p. 31-32). In a proper 
family, its members are connected to one another but 
also have their own distinctiveness. The rights and 
feelings of each person are recognized and respected. 
Everyone cares for both the development of each family 
member and the discovery of their individual talents 
and skills. Parents are able to cooperate. They both 
hold power and can be relied on (Ryś, 2020).

One of the basic conditions of correct human 
development is the fulfillment of his psychosocial 
needs, such as the need for security, love, affection, 
kindness, and contact, as well as the needs to be 
recognized, successful, and to act unhindered.

The need for emotional contact is important at 
all stages of human development, even though it is 
particularly strongly expressed in childhood and 
youth. The parents’ attitude of acceptance of the child 
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contributes to fulfilling this need. They show the 
child their interest, care, and most of all love, which 
the child wants to reciprocate. This relationship is 
therefore bilateral. By experiencing benevolent feel-
ings from its parents, the child feels secure and finds 
its place in the family. The need for security – based 
on emotional contact and expressed by the child’s 
trust – is also being fulfilled this way.

Fulfilling the need of emotional contact stimulates 
achieving development milestones and determines 
healthy personality development. Its fulfilment in 
childhood results in both the acceptance of oneself 
and others and the capacity and ability to make in-
terpersonal contacts (Ryś, 2002, 2020). If the child’s 
first experiences in contacts with significant persons 
are a source of positive emotions, the child will strive to 
maintain them. Therefore, those early family contacts 
define interpersonal references in the person’s future 
life (Ryś, Krasowska, Witerek, 2021). The proper ful-
filment of the needs for love, acceptance, and respect 
leads to the formation of a healthy sense of the child’s 
own self, self-confidence, and the belief in its own 
strengths (Ryś, 2013). According to V. Satir (2000, p. 
32), persons with a healthy sense of their own selves 
are characterized by love, responsibility, belief in their 
own strengths, integrity, compassion, and honesty.

The process of formation in the family is bi-direc-
tional and involves both conscious and unintended 
actions. It begins already in the prenatal period, which 
emphasizes the importance of the early stages of the 
child’s life. Upbringing in a family takes place both in 
its planned, intentional form, and through every-day 
life situations, which – though not always intended to 
be educational – play a crucial formative role. Both the 
deliberate and the spontaneous form create an integral, 
indivisible whole, although unintentional parenting 
often predominates in the practice of families (Osews-
ka, 2014, p. 125-139; Szymczyk, 2010, p. 71-83).

Being the first to introduce the child to the world 
of social culture, the family exerts a fundamental influ-
ence on the child’s personal and social development. 
Other social groups and educational institutions – 
such as schools, peer groups, social organizations, 
and religious communities – play a supporting and 
supplementary role with regard to the fundamental 
influence of the family (Strużyńska, 2020).

The role of family in the formation of attitudes 
is crucial. Already in the early childhood in the 
family, a person gains the skills needed in every-
day life, learns to distinguish between good and 
evil and to postpone gratification, and notices 
sex-related differences. The formation of atti-
tudes towards social and moral norms also starts 
during development. The internalization of the 
normative system begins, along with the search for 
answers to the questions of the aim and meaning 
of life, and the meaning of human relationships 
and specific values. The quest for answers in that 
area, combined with making decisions that confirm 
or negate certain values, lead to and increasingly 
conscious formation of the hierarchy of values 
that will become the basis for many decisions and 
attitudes in life (cf., e.g., Półtawska, 2011; Ryś, 
Tataj-Puzyna, 2021).

A well functioning family, which is a communi-
ty of love and solidarity, transmits cultural, ethical, 
social, spiritual, and religious values necessary for 
human development. Children learn both values 
and the world of culture in the family. They learn 
to act for the sake of others and to fulfil the needs 
of other humans (cf., e.g., Mudyń, 2013; Plopa, 
2008; Walęcka-Matyja, 2022).

The family is also the first school of moral 
and religious development. Observing the at-
titudes of the mother and father towards each 
other, others, life, illness, suffering, and death 
forms the child’s “moral backbone”. Such ethical 
models often become deeply ingrained guidelines 
for life. The attitudes of respect for the dignity 
of oneself and another person, for one’s own and 
another person’s work, effort, and hardship are 
formed in the family. It is there that the person 
learns to both share responsibilities and take the 
rights and the good of other people into account 
(cf., e.g., Ryś, 2020).

The family’s influence does not end when the 
child becomes independent or creates his or her own 
family. It remains active and significant throughout 
the individual’s life. This is because family life is 
a permanent existential context for humans, which 
affects their functioning at various stages of devel-
opment (Rusiak, 2014; Sozańska, 2014).
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1.2.	 School environment

Besides the family environment, school plays a key 
role in the child’s overall development with regard 
to education, socialization, formation, and value 
shaping. In pedagogical literature school is shown 
as an educational system observed from various 
perspectives: functional, structural, cultural, or-
ganizational, and anthropological. Each of these 
approaches emphasizes different aspects of its 
functioning: from fulfilling the students’ needs to 
upholding the social order, to supporting the every-
day co-creation of educational reality. Education 
and cooperation in formal and informal groups 
are, among many other factors, inherent in the 
process that allows young people to realize their 
dreams and passions, to develop themselves and 
their potential. The task of school, as an institu-
tionalized educational environment, is to support 
the formation of the hierarchy of values, to develop 
social competences, and to integrate educational and 
formational activities (Stepulak, 2017, p. 34-36).

In spite of its potentially key role in the edu-
cational system, contemporary school often does 
not pursue its functions to the fullest, particularly 
in the area of formation and both culture-making 
and axiological activities. Observable dysfunctions 
include the lingering emotional distance between 
teachers and students, disturbed social relation-
ships in the school environment, the lack of suf-
ficient and healthy cooperation between school 
and the parents, and the institutional limitations 
that hamper carrying out effective educational 
activities. An accompanying problem is the lack of 
sufficient connection between curriculum contents 
and the actual formative needs of students. Curric-
ula often focus on the transmission of theoretical 
knowledge, neglecting the formation of attitudes, 
values, and social competences. The excessive focus 
on achieving educational goals in separation from 
formative goals weakens the function of school as 
an environment conducive to integral student de-
velopment. School very often creates an illusion of 
certainty by providing scientific knowledge – seen 
as irrefutable and as a sure way to success – which 
may lead to frustration, in particular among well-ed-

ucated unemployed young people (Buk-Cegiełka, 
2019; Musiał, 2019, 2024, also cf. Molenda, 2010; 
Nowak-Dziemianowicz, 2015).

The contemporary approach to education also 
stresses the necessity of educating teachers in line 
with the so-called good practice principles, including 
a high degree of professionalism, updated subject 
matter knowledge, creative thinking, and the ability 
to adapt to changing teaching conditions. The key 
role of a teacher is to develop the critical thinking 
ability in students, which requires a flexibility in the 
working style – from an authoritarian to a liberal 
approach – adequately to the didactic context and 
the individual needs of learners. This process should 
take into account the activity, self-evaluation, aspira-
tions, sense of empowerment, and socialization level 
of the student. In order for the educational system in 
Poland to conform to good practice, it is necessary 
to involve – in an integrated and conscious way – 
all entities taking part in the process of education, 
including educational institutions, teaching staff, 
students, and their parents (Stepulak, 2017, p. 34-36).

According to the core curriculum in force since 
1999 ( Journal of Laws 1999, No. 14, item 129), 
the educational activities of school are based on the 
integration of three equal components: education, 
provision of skills, and formation. These components 
are the fundamental goals in the work of an educa-
tor and pedagogue, requiring mutual coordination 
and balance. Formation cannot be considered as 
a marginal task, instead it should exist in a close 
synergy with the remaining areas of didactic activ-
ity. The complementarity of these three functions 
determines the quality and integrity of educational 
process (Stepulak, 2017).

Integral student development is also significantly 
influenced by psychological and social factors, such 
as intrinsic motivation, emotional intelligence, and 
support from effective teachers and peers. These 
factors support the cognitive, social, and mental 
development of children, directly contributing to 
their academic achievements and general well-being 
(Vitoria et al., 2024). Therefore, integral education 
becomes not just the means of development of an 
individual but also a basis for constructing a society 
founded on personal and communal values. Assuming 
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that intellectual abilities are not the only wealth of 
a person, the school community should affirm overall 
student development, respecting his dignity and 
potential in its fullness. The core mission of school 
is to prepare the younger generations to take over 
the responsibility for the future and to provide them 
with the ability to share their talents for the benefit 
of the social community.

In order to effectively carry out its functions with 
regard to the broadly understood social environ-
ment, school should be perceived as a community 
of people driven by wisdom, who instruct students 
in the spirit of wisdom. Wisdom is the foundation 
of the community’s permanence and spiritual devel-
opment, enabling it to be, simultaneously, creatively 
rooted in tradition and co-created in modern times. 
Only under the conditions of correctly understood 
community it is possible to fully involve school in 
the formation of students both at the individual 
and the social level (Chałas, 2018). For school to 
effectively carry out its formative functions, it has to 
be redefined as the institution that teaches not only 
what the world is but also how to live with others 
in that world: in the spirit of values, responsibility, 
and communal orientation.

2.	The role of the Catholic 
Church in the process of human 
formation

The teaching of the Catholic Church on formation 
in the first community – the family – emphasizes 
the key role played by the formative relationship be-
tween parents and children. Children, through their 
love, respect, and obedience to parents, make their 
special and irreplaceable contribution to building 
a genuinely human and Christian family (Gaudium 
et Spes, No. 48).

In his encyclical Humanae Vitae, Paul VI ar-
ticulates the fundamental significance of the role 
of parents in the process of formation. As givers of 
life, they have both the fullest right and the duty to 
bring up their children, being their first and most 
significant educators. The Pope points out that once 
this task is neglected, it is difficult to repair by other 

institutions. Parents are the ones responsible for 
creating the homelike atmosphere based on love 
and respect for God and people, which favors the 
overall personal and social development of children 
(Paweł VI, 1968, No. 25). In this context, the family 
is described as “the first school of those social virtues 
which every society needs” ( Jan Paweł II, 1981).

In the teachings of Vatican Council II, each family 
member, according to their own vocation, shares in 
the gradual work of building a community of people. 
This transforms the family into the space where the 
full human potential can develop. This process is 
based on mutual love and grace shown – especially 
to children, elderly people, and the sick – through 
every-day service and unanimous sharing of goods 
(Gaudium et Spes, No. 52).

John Paul II – called the “Family Pope – taught 
that formation is an interpersonal reality, a relation-
ship between people: “education [is] (…) a reciprocal 
‘offering’ on the part of both parents: together they com-
municate their own mature humanity to the newborn 
child, who gives them in turn the newness and freshness 
of the humanity which it has brought into the world”. 
The Pope also stressed that “[p]arents are the first and 
most important educators of their own children (…)”. 
All other participants of education act, in a way, on 
behalf of the parents, under their consent, and even, 
to some extent, at their discretion ( Jan Paweł II, 
1994a, No. 16). Formation is a process culminat-
ing at the stage when, having achieved a degree of 
mental and physical maturity, the young person be-
gins “educating himself on his own”. Over the years, 
this self-formation will surpass his formation so far. 
The young person encounters new people, environ-
ments, teachers, and schoolmates, who affect him in 
a formative way, positively or negatively. In spite of 
that, education in the family never strays far from its 
existential roots, even when the young person sets 
out on his own path (ibidem).

In his adhortation Familiaris Consortio, John 
Paul II indicates that the Christian family is the 
first and most important community responsible 
for communicating the Gospel to the human person 
undergoing the constant process of development. 
The family’s task is to accompany him in maturing 
into the full human potential and Christian ma-
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turity, realized through progressive education and 
catechesis ( Jan Paweł II, 1981, No. 2). The Pope also 
stresses that the right and duty to educate children 
stems from the original vocation of married couples 
to take part in God’s creative activity. By giving 
life to a new person by love and for love, parents 
simultaneously obligate themselves to supports his 
or her development to live a fully human life ( Jan 
Paweł II, 1981, No. 36).

According to the teachings of the Catechism of 
the Catholic Church (KKK, 1994), the first responsi-
bility of Christian parents, ensuing from their role as 
givers of life, is the education of children. The family 
should be the space where a child gradually develops 
moral virtues and gains the skills necessary to attain 
true freedom, such as self-mastery, self-denial, and 
sound judgment (KKK, 1994, No. 2223). In early 
childhood, parents express their love by caring for 
the child’s development, both in the material and 
spiritual dimensions, through their every-day pres-
ence, attention, and fulfilment of needs (KKK, 1994, 
No. 2228). Then, in adolescence, it is increasingly 
important to support the child in shaping a mature 
understanding of freedom and responsible use of 
reason (KKK, 1994, No. 2228). Young people should 
learn to make decisions and discharge their respon-
sibilities in life, in the spirit of trust towards their 
parents, gladly accepting their advice and experience 
(KKK, 1994, No. 2230).

The contemporary challenges, brought by the 
subsequent decade of the twenty-first century, clearly 
indicate the need to intensify activities aimed at the 
development of integral education, especially in 
Catholic schools. As stressed by John Paul II (1994b), 
the Catholic Church must not limit itself merely to 
the intellectual formation of the younger generation 
but should become involved in its full integral for-
mation encompassing all aspects of human beings.

2	 For St. Thomas, the person is the most perfect expression of being. Aquinas adopts the concept of anthropological hylemorphism, 
defining the person as that which is the most perfect in all nature (persona significat id quod est perfectissimum in tota rerum 
natura). He also stressed that the human is a unity, a comprehensive being (Stokłosa, 2001).

3	 Wojtyła’s work has its sources in two great philosophical traditions. One of them is Thomism, the other is phenomenology. Human 
experience was Wojtyła’s starting point, as he wrote at the very beginning of Person and Act: “this study came from the need to 
objectivize that great cognitive process which at its origin may defined as the experience of man”. For Wojtyła, Thomism provided 
human person with stability and invariability. Therefore, it is entitled to fundamental dignity and transcendence. Whereas the 
phenomenological method was able to add value to human experiences and feelings, which were dynamic in nature (ibidem).

2.1.	 2.1 The model of personalistic education

In the course of history, numerous and diverse 
pedagogical concepts arose. Each of them strove 
to express its own understanding of education in 
an anthropological, cultural, or axiological con-
text. Personalism, which occupies a special place 
among those approaches, emphasizes the dignity 
of a human person as the foundation of education. 
Many outstanding representatives of Polish peda-
gogical thought can be found in this current, such 
as Czesław Bartnik (1995) and Wincenty Granat 
(2006), whose academic contributions are a valuable 
source of inspiration for teachers and educators. 
Among personalists, it was John Paul II who articu-
lated one of the most profound and also most precise 
definitions of education, combining philosophical 
reflection with pastoral and pedagogical experience. 
His take on education as the process that leads the 
person to the fullness of humanity, freedom, and 
responsibility remains a current and important point 
of reference for modern personalistic pedagogy (as 
cited in: Starnawski, 2020).

In its theoretical dimension, John Paul II’s con-
cept of pedagogy of person is rooted in the person-
alistic philosophy he pursued, which draws upon 
Thomism and phenomenology2 (Wojtyła, 2021).3 
As a person, by getting to know himself, the human 
experiences his own worth in the dialogue with 
himself, other persons, and God. The person has the 
capacity to love, is free in his or her choices, and is 
recognized as a person under the law (Rynio, 2004). 
Equipped with conscience, the person is open to 
moral values, norms, and obligations. He is able to 
self-actualize morally in relation to the Absolute. 
He is fully capable of “being himself ”. He achieves 
it in the socio-cultural dimension through dialogue, 
work, and sharing in the common good (ibidem).
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In his teaching, John Paul II (1994) describes the 
phenomenon of “integral education” which aims at 
“being human” in all dimensions: personal, ethical, 
social, cultural, and religious. Since man, according 
to the Pope, is responsible in his conscience for the 
shape of his life, he should first fully enter the process 
of education, then “self-education”. The formation of 
conscience, mentioned in the Catechism of the Catholic 
church, is therefore important (KKK, 1994, No. 1774f ).

According to Woityła (1969), man is “entrusted 
to himself ”. He has, therefore, a moral responsibility 
to systematically “cultivate” his nature (bios), develop 
his cognitive abilities (logos), and deepen his moral 
actions (ethos) by opening himself to universal spiritual 
values: truth, good, and beauty. The mystery of the 
human person should manifest in a healthy person-
ality. The ideal of mature personality is a man who 
was called and entrusted to himself. It is a person who 
constantly improves himself internally to live with 
dignity and enjoy his freedom responsibly. He is to 
build the civilization of life, truth, and love with his 
life, being a selfless gift to others. This is because man 
should constantly transcend himself, and the measure 
of his development is infinity (cf. Rynio, 2004).

A special importance in the process of educa-
tion should be given to the concept of “adequate 
anthropology”, which constitutes a philosophical 
approach to the human person suggested by Karol 
Wojtyła, a philosopher from Krakow and the author 
of the fundamental work Person and Act (Wojtyła, 
1969). This approach assumes that man is not merely 
a biological or psychological existential fact but 
a person whose essential dimension is “becoming” 
by free and deliberate acts. Unlike other beings of 
nature, man is not only subject to the processes of 
development but also takes an active part in shaping 
those processes. He is the subject of his own personal 
and moral maturing. The transcendence of person 
in action is thus accompanied by the experience of 
agency (Wojtyła, 2021).

4	 In January 1991 the Association of Friends of Catholic Schools (Pol. Stowarzyszenie Przyjaciół Szkół Katolickich) based in Często-
chowa was incorporated by the court. The Association was the first Catholic educational organisation established after the fall 
of the communist system. It became legally possible to found a school only after the Act on the Educational System entered 
into force in September 1991. 

5	 The Association of Friends of Catholic Schools established at that time constantly develops its activities. Currently, in 2025, it 
runs 122 schools and pre-schools in 10 provinces.

Wojtyła’s adequate anthropology thus highlights 
the central role of man as a self-determining being 
who enters into a relationships with moral good and 
evil through acts of free will. The person’s reality is 
inextricably linked to ethical reality: the human 
person constitutes himself in relation to the moral 
values he actualizes in action. Man becomes who 
he is through what he does, and in this sense his 
development is internal, volitional, and personal. It is 
impossible to reflect upon this concept in isolation 
from the Christian foundation of Wojtyła’s thoughts, 
deeply rooted in Catholic theology. Nonetheless, this 
relationship does not limit its universality. To the 
contrary, it emphasizes the transcendental dimension 
of the human person and his dignity, which remains 
crucial in both the anthropological and pedagogical 
reflection (Wojtyła, 2021; c.f. Mruszczyk, 2010).

The integral development capacity of the stu-
dent’s person became an inspiration for lay people 
to seek the model of school in which education 
and formation could be implemented based on the 
anthropology rooted in Christian personalism.

3.	The Association of Friends 
of Catholic Schools and its 
pedagogical vision in the 
education of children and youth

The entry into force of the Law of Associations (Journal 
of Laws 1989, No. 20, item 104) allowed various groups 
and communities to establish educational organiza-
tions to further educational goals as the governing 
authorities of schools and pre-schools.4 The Act on 
the Educational System (Journal of Laws 2024, items 
750, 854, 1473, 1933) then enabled the activities of 
public schools and pre-schools, funded through edu-
cational subsidies and governed by non-local govern-
ment entities.5 The Association of Friends of Catholic 
Schools, founded at that time, adopted the integral 
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development of a person as its mission. The foundation 
of the integral human development in schools run by 
the Association is Christian personalism, and the chief 
operating principle is to respect the primacy of person 
over action. At school, the formation of the person 
is implemented through the principle of subsidiarity6 
(Dobek, 2008). Subsidiarity – the entirety of actions 
for the benefit of the social environment – is in line 
with the position of the Catholic Church, according 
to which parents should have as much power and 
responsibility as possible with regard to educating 
their children (Jan Paweł II, 1994b).

In their basic assumption and educational goals, 
parents should take into account the development of 
the entire person of their charges. This mission can be 
supplemented, in particular, by the Catholic school 
that fulfils the mission of the Catholic Church to be 
present in education – in line with the teachings of the 
Vatican Council, in the light of the constitution Lumen 
Gentium (Sobór Watykański II, 1964). Gaudium et 
spes (Sobór Watykański II, 1965b) embeds itself in 
the broader reality of Christian education, thoroughly 
described in the conciliar declaration Gravissimum 
educationis (Sobór Watykański II, 1965a).

School should strive to attain spiritual goals and 
a truly humanistic formation through the service of the 
teachers who profess their faith. In particular, Catholic 
school should form the transcendental nature of the 
human person, shape mature consciences, and aim at 
preparing learners to face the challenges of modernity 
with due regard to personal dignity and subjectivity 
in social life. Catholic school strives to assist students 
in shaping their lives in truth and justice, so that they 
may attain the maturity in faith (Płaziński, 2019). 
What is important in integral education is the primacy 
of the person over an object, ethics over technology, 
being over having, and mercy over justice. John Paul 
II also points it out, after his great predecessor Paul 
VI, demonstrating the importance and primacy of 
ethics over technology, which rests in the primacy of 
the person over things, as well as that of spirit over 
matter. It requires that teachers, and even students, 
should possess a certain philosophical and theological 

6	 Subsidiarity (from Lat. subsidium ‘aid, support, reserve forces’) – a principle saying that each level of government should carry 
out only those responsibilities which cannot be effectively fulfilled by a lower level or by individuals acting within the society.

knowledge, in the key of the encyclicals Redemptor 
hominis (1979) and Fides et ratio (1998). This is because 
the practice of education and formation demands 
a foundation, or a concrete theoretical basis, as it has 
been explored many times (cf. Gutek, 2003).

3.1.	 Educational activities of the Associa-
tion of Friends of Catholic Schools in 
practice

The key role in the activities of the Association of Friends 
of Catholic Schools (SPSK) is played by the integral 
and personalistic vision of the human person rooted in 
the anthropology of Karol Wojtyła – John Paul II – and 
other representatives of Polish Christian personalism. 
Unlike other currents of personalism, this vision derives 
its identity from the revealed truth about the man and 
his vocation to sanctity, which is expressed in both the 
documents of the Magisterium of the Church and 
current scientific approaches (cf. Geneja-Pietrzak, 2019; 
Michalski, 2021; Mruszczyk, 2010; Wojtyła, 2021).

Integral anthropology, on which the pedagogical 
approach of the Association is founded, is not limited 
to the philosophical or psychological perspective – 
even though both are important and complementary 
to each other – it also includes a theological dimen-
sion, rooted in the Revelation and the teachings of the 
Catholic Church. This synthesis enables it to show 
man as a corporeal and spiritual being endowed with 
dignity and vocation to live in a community, and to 
actualize the full human potential. This concept also 
results in a specific vision of marriage and family, 
presented to students in the spirit of the teachings 
found, among other things, in the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church (cf. KKK 2201-2233).

Based on the above assumptions, the Associa-
tion implements a personalistic model of education, 
expressed more tangibly in the statutes of education-
al institutions and in the educational and didactic 
practice. The aim of this model is to support integral 
student development in the corporeal, mental, social, 
cultural, moral, and spiritual dimensions, under a strict 
cooperation between teachers, students, and parents. 
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The structure of the integral view of education com-
prises five main formational planes, which permeate 
one another and combine to make a cohesive concept 
of formation of a human person, namely: (1) physical 
formation, (2) social formation, (3) cultural formation, 
(4) moral formation, and (5) spiritual formation.

3.1.1.	 Physical formation plane

The physical formation plane is actualized in the 
educational activities of SPSK in a number of ways. 
By instilling in students the awareness that life and 
physical health are valuable gifts conferred to us by 
God. By caring for the life and physical health of 
oneself and others, taking into account not only one’s 
own needs but those of others and the common good. 
And by the physical formation aimed at integral devel-
opment, including care for the physical development of 
students. Sports activities and competitions organized 
by the school are meant to awaken in students the 
need for physical activity and healthy sports rivalry to 
ensure their harmonious development. The founda-
tions of the physical formation of man can be found 
in the personalistic anthropological concept of St. 
John Paul II. In his teachings the Pope consistently 
presented sports as not only a form of physical activity 
but also as an integral element of the development of 
the human person, which included the ontological, 
anthropological, axiological, theological, and ethical 
dimensions. From this perspective sports appear as the 
space where the vocation to the full human potential 
is actualized by the harmonious formation of body 
and spirit. The reflection of John Paul II – rooted in 
the teachings of Vatican Council II and enhanced by 
personal sports-related and spiritual experiences – 
elevates physical culture to the rank of a spiritual and 
existential value and places it in the context of integral 
education (cf. Dziubiński, 2017; Kowalczyk, 2010; 
Seul, 2017; Szymczyk, 2012).

7	 During his pilgrimage to the homeland, in Elbląg on 6 June 1999, the Pope addressed sportsmen saying:: “Every kind of sport 
carries an opulent wealth of values, which always need to be brought into awareness in order to be made real. The exercise of 
attention, the shaping of will, perseverance, responsibility, enduring hardships, and being faithful to one’s obligations – these 
are all a sportsman’s virtues. I encourage you, young sportsmen, to live according to your values, that in your lives you always 
be righteous, honest, and balanced people, the people who engender trust and hope”. See also: https://www.kurier-ilawski.pl/
opinie/Rochowicz-Sport-i-wartosci-w-zyciu-Karola-Wojtyly-/5499 (access: 8.01.2025). 

The Pope’s catecheses on the theology of body 
provide an important point of reference for the 
Christian anthropology of sport, which introduces 
the human body into the sphere of ultimate Christian 
values, the sphere of sacrum. The Pope underlined 
the unity of body and spirit and pointed out that 
sports – when practiced with respect to the rules and 
the person’s dignity – may contribute to building the 
society that values meetings over conflicts, honest 
competition over fierce confrontation. John Paul II 
warned against the dehumanization of sports. He saw 
sports as a tool for building a community based on 
solidarity and dialogue, where sport rivalry replaces 
social conflicts. An honest competition becomes 
a sign of respect for the dignity of the human person 
and common good. When sport is abstracted from 
personalistic values, it loses its educational and ethical 
dimension, while man is no longer the subject of 
sport but means to an end (cf. Seul, 2017). In 2004, 
in order to institutionally emphasize the importance 
of sport in the Church’s pastoral mission, the Pope 
established a department of sports in the Vatican. 
The statement published at the time stated that 
“sport is a new field of Church activity, a part of the 
culture, and an indispensable component of human 
development in the service of peace and brotherhood” 
(Oroń, 2024).

In John Paul II’s opinion, physical exercise, including 
sports, strengthens not only physical abilities in children 
and youth, but also intellectual and spiritual ones. Prac-
ticing sports may help uncover each child’s potential. 
Sport is an opportunity to work on one’s development 
with the support of parents, educators, and coaches. It is 
a certain struggle directed at the exercise of attention 
and the training of will and patience7. This purpose is 
served, among other things, by football events, in which 
all students of the schools ran by the Association of 
Friends of Catholic Schools can participate. The scope 
of the play-offs, which includes students from many 
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schools of the Association, is an added value. Moreover, 
under such a notion of sports, SPSK organizes bike trips, 
among other things, and all kinds of outdoor games.8

3.1.2.	 Social formation plane

The social formation plane is present in the edu-
cational activities of SPSK in the formation of the 
social maturity of learners and in the shaping of the 
attitude of respect towards all people. The learning 
of respect for the dignity of each person is achieved 
by teaching sensitivity to the needs of neighbors and 
responsibility for oneself and others. The work on stu-
dents’ autonomy in the strife for good is accentuated, 
along with the formation for true love understood 
as service for the sake of others. Cooperation with 
the family as the primary educator of its children is 
important, together with their family home as the 
place of formation of the foundational virtues of 
the social plane. In the spirit of love and responsi-
bility, the school institution directs its educational 
activities to the formation of obedient attitudes 
towards parents and the people in power. The pe-
riod of school education is for students the time of 
gradually discovering and internalizing the value of 
common good, represented by such fundamental 
communities of social life as family, class at school, 
nation (Motherland), and the Church community.

During the almost twenty-seven years of his 
pontificate, John Paul II made the question of the 
dignity of the human person one of the main axes 
of his teaching, which was particularly clear in his 
encyclical Evangelium Vitae (1995). The Pope in-
cessantly accentuated the fundamental significance 
of Christianity as the carrier of anthropological 
values, indicating the transcendental dimension of 
human existence and the intrinsic value of humanity. 
In this context he called upon the faithful to unite 
around the person of Christ, who does not only 
endow man with a Christian dignity through his 
presence and actions but also confirms his genuine 
humanity. John Paul II emphasized that only by liv-
ing in an authentic relationship with the Creator an 

8	 One such example is the yearly Blessed Stefan Cardinal Wyszyński Trek, taking place in Bachledówka, in a place related to the 
sojourns of Primate Wyszyński as well as Karol Wojtyła. The main goal of the trek is the instilment of the values formed by the 
Primate of the Millennium with regard to the active style of life, reinforcement of peer bonds, and integration of participants.

individual can become fully aware of his uniqueness 
and the dignity resulting from it, and actualize his 
humanity in the attitude of service to another human 
as well. By referring to the Dogmatic Constitution 
Lumen gentium (1964) as well as other documents 
of the Vatican Council II, the Pope showed that the 
sharing by the faithful in the royal mission of Christ 
allows them to discover and actualize the dignity 
ensuing from God’s vocation, described as “kingship”. 
This dignity is manifested as the readiness to serve 
others as Christ himself did (cf. Sadowski, 2010, 
p. 269-342). In this regard the Pope’s teaching is 
one of the key curriculum components of the school 
entrusted with changing the world “from the inside”, 
i.e., with educating people in the spirit of the Gospel. 
A Catholic school actively participates in the spiritual 
development of its students by creating room for 
becoming creatively rooted in tradition, including 
taking part in the celebrations related to the patron of 
the school. It is worth noting that bestowing a saint’s 
name on a school is an opportunity for cooperation 
between the school, local authorities, and the local 
parish. A special accent in the naming of the school 
and consecration of its standard is the presence of 
the bishop of the diocese where the school is located, 
which underscores the uniqueness of the moment 
even more for the children, their parents, and the 
entire local community.

3.1.3.	 Cultural formation plane

The cultural formation plane is implemented in the 
educational activities of SPSK through the shaping 
of intellectual development and experiencing the 
world of culture by students. The care for intellectual 
development means transferring reliable knowledge 
and providing students with skills to deliberately take 
actions requiring consistent intellectual effort. It also 
means developing both creative abilities and analytic 
and synthetic thinking. Above all, however, it means 
making students more sensitive to truth, good, and 
beauty. Culture constitutes a dynamic and intrinsic 
aspect of the process of human formation, in which 
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love and work are assigned particular importance. 
The education carried out within culture and through 
culture aims to furnish the human with the system 
of symbols, norms, behavioral patterns, and values, 
which allow him to consciously participate in social 
and spiritual life. In the Pastoral Constitution on 
the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes 
(1965b), the Fathers of the Vatican Council II stressed 
the “great importance” of literature and art in human 
life. This document unambiguously shows culture as 
an important dimension of human existence, one 
that expresses and deepens the meaning of humanity.

In his Letter to Artists (1999), John Paul II stated: 
“all men and women are entrusted with the task of 
crafting their own life: in a certain sense, they are 
to make of it a work of art, a masterpiece” (No. 2). 
The Pope, who himself was a poet and an actor, often 
emphasized the importance of artistic creation and 
the role played by artists in the society. In his view 
artists – similar to scientists, technicians, teacher, and 
parents – serve an important educational function 
because they support the development of man and 
society through their creations. The art of education, 
as the Pope indicates, is a special form of artistic 
activity, which requires both intuition and devotion 
to values. He believed that the “creative intuition” of 
an artist, which allows him to encounter the mystery 
of reality by experiencing the beauty of the world, 
was a crucial component of creation. In this sense, 
art can support the mission of the Church and serve 
as the praeparatio evangelica – preparation for the 
Gospel – both for the artist himself and the entire 
culture (ibidem).

Therefore, integral education implemented in 
Catholic schools does not merely encompass the trans-
fer of knowledge but also the all-round development 
of student’s abilities – particularly those most useful 
in his future professional career. The formation of 
aesthetic and social sensitivity, openness to transcend-
ence, and systematic religious education, rooted in the 
critical reflection on culture, play an important role 
in this context. The educational curriculum of SPSK 
schools assumes that the students’ contact with art 

9	 In the Associantion’s schools, there are acting workshops and theatrical events. There, children and youth are sensitised to the 
cultural values found in classical literature through such activities as “Literature with the spirit” conducted by professional actors.

should show its ethical dimension. The discovery of 
the moral meaning of culture by young people may 
lead to the deepening of their spiritual lives and to 
attaining moral freedom, which is only possible by 
orienting oneself to absolute values. This is why diverse 
forms of contact with culture and art are accentuated 
in working with children and youth as both recipients 
and creators. The activities of school theatrical groups, 
choirs, music bands, art groups, school newspapers, 
and artistic circles and workshops are subjects of ed-
ucational care. The schools ran by SPSK make great 
effort to provide students with access to genuine 
forms of art and culture, both within and outside the 
school. Students also have the opportunity to learn 
the importance of culture by direct contact with it 
and reflection upon its value and message.9

3.1.4.	 Moral formation plane

The moral formation plane is realized in the educa-
tional activities of SPSK by developing the ability to 
distinguish between good and evil: between actions 
conducive to human development and those which 
affect him in a harmful way. It is aided by discovering 
the reality of conscience and its dependence on God, 
by shaping conscience, and by learning to analyze 
one’s own behavior according to the Decalogue and 
Blessings. It is also important to awaken the cognitive 
curiosity aimed at seeking truth, goodness, and beauty, 
as well as inculcate moral and ethical values in the 
attitudes of students, so that they may implement 
them in their every-day lives. An individual approach 
to each student is an important responsibility of 
the Association’s schools, so that education and up-
bringing may be a unique path in the journey of his 
development. For that reason the educational and 
formational program “Persona” was prepared. It is 
based on the assumptions of tutoring but focuses on 
both the educational and personal development of 
students. In this program, the student has the option 
of choosing the teacher with whom he will be working 
individually on his development. To aid students 
in this respect, “Indexes of Personal Development” 
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were created as a kind of notebooks for working on 
oneself. What is crucially important for carrying out 
the “Persona” program is the constant training and 
workshop-based formation for teachers, the so-called 
promoters, who accompany and support students in 
working on their development.

The problem of conscience is central to the 
moral teachings of John Paul II, as one of the key 
themes of his anthropological and ethical reflection. 
This problem was particularly broadly developed 
in the encyclical Veritatis splendor (1993), where 
the Pope presents conscience in its inseparable re-
lationship with truth and freedom. This document 
is a response to the moral crisis of today – derived 
from the deeper crisis of conscience – expressed, e.g., 
by the relativism of norms and the loss of the ability 
to distinguish good and evil (cf. Pokrywka, 2001). 
John Paul II emphasizes that, in order to correctly 
serve its function, conscience has to be constantly 
formed in truth. It is the result of its internal struc-
ture: conscience is not a fully matured and reliable 
instance but rather an ability in need of shaping ( Jan 
Paweł II, 1993, No. 62). For this reason one should 
take into account the possibility that incorrect moral 
judgments can be made due to the influence of ex-
ternal factors, such as social environment, culture, or 
media disinformation. The human right to act in line 
with his conscience must be understood in parallel 
to his duty to shape that conscience in relation to the 
objective truth. While the formation of conscience is 
a responsibility of all humans, it pertains especially to 
young people, for whom it is an indispensable com-
ponent of their self-education (ibidem, No. 63-66). 
Since moral maturation takes place in specific social 
circumstances, the responsibility for that process rests 
not only with the individual but also with the family, 
school, religious community, and the representatives 
of the world of culture, science, politics, and media 
( Jan Paweł II, 1993, No. 87-89).

As the work in this area is particularly impor-
tant, the Association first and foremost relies on the 
teaching of the Church, in particular the teaching 
of John Paul II who emphasized multiple times – 
among other things in his encyclical Evangelium 
vitae (1995) – the incessant and urgent necessity 
to constantly rediscover the human and moral val-

ues which belong to the very essence and nature of 
man. This, according to the Pope, is discovering the 
truth about the man, his uniqueness, and dignity. 
He stressed that “no individual, no majority and 
no State can ever create, modify or destroy [these 
fundamental values], but must only acknowledge, 
respect and promote” ( Jan Paweł II, 1995, No. 71).

During the summer breaks, original programs “In 
search of identity – on the trail of one’s own heart” are 
being organized (Kraśniewski, 2016). The activities are 
focused on discovering, experiencing, and rebuilding 
the vision of one’s own self with respect to the male 
and female identity as a boy or a girl. The program 
is a series of workshops divided into four parts: I. 
Training of intellect – “know yourself ”; II. Training of 
will – “where my lusts rule, I, unfortunately, don’t”; III. 
Training of heart – “the heart has its reasons unknown 
to reason”; IV. Training of relationships – “no man is 
an island, entire unto himself ”.

3.1.5.	 Spiritual formation plane

The spiritual formation of students in schools run by 
SPSK involves a multi-dimensional process of shaping 
the human being in his relation to God, himself, and 
other people. The key elements of this formation are 
the discovering of faith as a gift received in the Sacra-
ment of Baptism, which is the foundation of Christian 
identity, and the interpreting of the events of one’s 
own life in the light of this faith. The experience of 
God as the loving Father whose unconditional love 
for all humans becomes the fount of hope and the 
foundation for giving witness to Christian love. It is 
the education to live in faith as a dynamic, personal 
relationship with the living God and to actively 
participate in the sacramental life of the Church 
community. It also means accompanying the student 
in discovering the depths of his own heart as the 
center of the human person and the place of meeting 
the Transcendent. This is a work on developing one’s 
ability to build genuine and stable interpersonal 
relationships and personal relations with God. It is 
also an education oriented towards love, understood 
as a selfless gift of oneself in the spirit of Christian 
personalistic anthropology. The important event 
which deepens the spiritual lives of the students of 
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schools run by SPSK is the pilgrimage of the relics of 
Blessed Carlo Acutis. His testimony of life in faith 
and the Eucharist and the evangelization over the 
Internet show the way of living to the young people. 
The visitation of the relics taking place in each SPSK 
school provides each student with the opportunity 
to meet Blessed Carlo in person. This formation, 
related to the integrity of the human person and to 
his religious and spiritual dimensions in particular, 
is an important component of overall development. 
It relates to such fundamental existential categories 
as the meaning of life, hierarchy of values, and the 
quest for moral excellence and sanctity. The spiritual 
dimension – fundamental for the development of 
the human person – is directed to fulfil the vocation 
of man to the fullness of life, which, as John Paul 
II emphasized, “far exceeds the dimensions of his 
earthly existence, because it consists in sharing the 
very life of God” (1995, No. 2).

What distinguishes the schools run by SPSK is 
the attention the Association pays to the integral 
development of teachers. It may be said to be a sine 
qua non condition, without which there is no inte-
gral development of students. To implement integral 
student development in this way, the teacher has 
to be a master, an authority, and a witness of faith. 
The teacher who works on developing his own per-
son will have the ability to assist students in their 
journeys of personal development. It is also through 
the witness of life of teachers, who act as both ed-
ucators and spiritual guides, that the school carries 
out its formational goals aimed towards the spiritual 
development of students and a genuinely personalis-
tic vision of education. The spiritual formation and 
professional background of teachers, which combines 
interdisciplinary knowledge, ethics, creative thinking, 

and a flexible didactic approach, are achieved through 
participation in numerous trainings, formational meet-
ings, and philosophical workshops. Consequently, the 
teachers improve their pedagogical and therapeutic 
competences, including the use of logotherapy and 
logoprevention (Frankl, 2024).

Summary

In the context of the contemporary socio-cultural 
transformations and the growing civilizational chal-
lenges, the need to review the concept of integral ed-
ucation becomes increasingly pronounced. In family 
environments, as well as in the circles of educators 
and pedagogues, there is an noticeable growing de-
termination in counteracting the relativistic trends 
in education, while simultaneously striving to dis-
cover and display the truth about man. The danger 
of over-accentuating the axiom of freedom in the 
modern model of education, without taking respon-
sibility into account, not only constitutes a shift in 
perspective but also becomes a distortion, which is 
destructive to man through a false image of himself. 
In this context, the educational activities of the As-
sociation of Friends of Catholic Schools – whose 
educational model is rooted in the teachings of the 
Catholic Church and reinforced by the cooperation 
with the family and the active involvement of the 
entire school community – is a significant example 
of implementing the concept of integral education, 
clearly inspired by the personalistic anthropology of 
John Paul II. This program is a suggested answer to the 
crisis of identity of education in the world of today 
and an example of a cohesive and axiologically driven 
concept of formation of the younger generation.
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Specialist support centres for victims of domestic violence 
in the legal and organisational structure of the support system 
for individuals and families in crisis1

1	 Article in Polish language: https://stowarzyszeniefidesetratio.pl/fer/62P_kraj.pdf
2	 https://www.sejm.gov.pl/Sejm9.nsf/druk.xsp?nr=2799
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Abstract: The article describes specialised centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence. The starting point of deliberations undertaken is describing 
the term of violence, its forms and changes regarding legal regulations concerning counteracting said problem. Next, means of aid were demonstrated to 
an individual afflicted by domestic violence, as well as tasks of the specialised centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence, entities running these 
as well as other entities providing shelter to individuals experiencing domestic violence and solutions aimed at aiding them. The purpose of this article is 
demonstrating the role, tasks and position in the system regarding specialised support centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence. The following 
research problem has been engaged: what spot in the system of aid to individuals experiencing domestic violence leading to crises is occupied by specialised 
support centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence, what tasks are they assigned, what is the standard of basic services provided? Analytical and 
synthetic method of reviewing literary and legal sources has been used. Important tasks assigned to specialised centres for individuals experiencing domestic 
violence and their spot in the support system after introducing changes to legal regulations concerning these should be familiar to society at large and be 
a valid research subject. A perpetual necessity of educational influence occurs for the reason of building and broadening awareness of the scope of family 
and individual support in crisis caused by domestic violence.
Keywords: violence, means of aid to individuals afflicted by domestic violence, tasks of specialised centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence, 
crisis intervention centres, homes for mothers with minor children and pregnant women

Introduction

Violence in families takes on various forms, causes and 
aftermath. Regardless of details, interpersonal relations 
or consequences it is a manifestation of a crisis that 
demands intervention. One of its components is sup-
port for individuals experiencing violence. Said support 
encompasses complex activities of various public and 
private institutions. They together form specialised system 
of support based on specific solutions regulated by law.

Fundamental significance is ascribed to regu-
lations of the Act dated 29 July, 2005 regarding 
counteracting domestic violence ( Journal of Laws 
2021, Item 1249 with later amendments). Origi-
nally the bill was titled “on counteracting domestic 

violence”. However, with the Act dated 9 March 
2023 concerning amending the act on counteracting 
domestic violence and various other acts ( Journal of 
Laws 2023, Item 535) its title as well as terminolo-
gy were altered, changing “violence in families” to 
“domestic violence”, said change becoming law on 
the 22 July, 2023. As indicated in governmental sub-
stantiation of said amendment, “previous title of the 
bill stigmatised families and indicated that they are 
the only environment where acts of violence occur. 
Violent behaviour can occur also between former 
spouses not being legally related as well as among 
people living in informal relationships”.2
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The term “violence in families” or “intra-family 
violence” has been used for years to describe actions 
and omissions occurring in various interpersonal re-
lations. More than two decades ago it was indicated 
that it encompasses all forms of violence in situations 
in which perpetrators and victims are in a relationship 
of some kind or have been in the past. It is to be seen as 
all active and passive forms of maltreatment of family 
members that threaten individuals’ personal freedom 
and cause them mental or physical harm, contrary 
to social standards of familial relations. Its forms are 
physical, mental, sexual and neglect ( Jarosz 1999, 
pp. 220-221). The term “violence in families” has 
been established in social discourse and scientific 
studies. As an example one can give a statement that 
family violence is any such behaviour directed towards 
a relative. Family violence is typified as follows: it is 
intentional; directed towards controlling and sub-
ordinating victims; occurs in conditions of power 
imbalance, since perpetrators have physical, mental or 
economic advantage over victims; leads to violating the 
basic rights and freedoms of victims; entails suffering 
and pain while endangering life and limb of victims 
severely (Kanios 2016, p. 79).

Putting into question the substantive legitimacy 
of the change from “family violence” to “domestic 
violence”, as well as its significance for the effective-
ness of counteracting violence, but without going 
into details related to it, it is worth perceiving it as 
an incentive to look at the newly shaped or newly 
defined anti-violence solutions. Among them, an im-
portant spot is occupied by an instrument to support 
people and families experiencing violence from their 
relatives and other household members. The pur-
pose of this text is therefore to indicate changes in 
the legal regulations regarding domestic violence, 
in particular the role and tasks of specialist support 
centres for individuals experiencing domestic violence. 
They are situated as entities that particularly support 
people and families experiencing domestic violence, 
although they are not the only ones in this traumatic 
experience. The structure of the text is based on the 
adopted research problem: what spot in the support 
system for people experiencing domestic violence do 
specialist support centres for people experiencing 
domestic violence occupy, what tasks are assigned to 

them, what is the standard of basic services provided 
by them? The starting point is to define the concept 
of violence, its forms, changes in the legal regulations 
concerning this problem. Then, the forms of assistance 
to a person affected by domestic violence, the tasks 
of specialist support centres for people experiencing 
domestic violence, the entities running them, as well as 
other entities providing shelter to people experiencing 
domestic violence and solutions aimed at supporting 
them were indicated.

According to Article 3 Section 1 of the Act, a per-
son affected by domestic violence is provided with free 
assistance, in particular in the form of: 1) medical, 
psychological, legal, social, professional and fami-
ly counselling; 2) crisis intervention and support; 
3) protection against further harm by preventing the 
person using domestic violence from using a shared flat 
with the person suffering from domestic violence and 
prohibiting contacting and approaching the person 
suffering from domestic violence; 4) providing a person 
suffering from domestic violence with a safe shelter in 
a specialist support centre for individuals suffering from 
domestic violence; 5) medical examination in order 
to determine the causes and type of bodily injuries 
related to the use of domestic violence and to issue 
a medical certificate in this regard; 6) provide assistance 
to a person suffering from domestic violence who does 
not have a legal title to a flat occupied jointly with 
an individual using domestic violence in obtaining 
a flat. Thus, it is a whole set of support activities of 
a counselling nature, separating victims and perpetra-
tors of domestic violence, documenting the injuries 
suffered and providing assistance in obtaining housing. 
They have a different scope and importance for the 
safety of people and families experiencing domestic 
violence, including their protection from perpetrators.

1.	Tasks of the centres and people 
providing support in them

Before the act was changed, these centres were called 
“specialist support centres for victims of violence 
in families”. The change of their name to “specialist 
support centres for people experiencing domestic 
violence” is related to the aforementioned change in 
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the nomenclature of the entire bill from “violence in 
families” to “domestic violence”, and also from the de-
parture from the use of the term “victim of violence” 
in favour of the term “person experiencing violence”. 
This should be associated with the conviction that the 
term “victim” unnecessarily stigmatises, strengthens 
victimisation and hinders support for people experi-
encing domestic violence. However, it is impossible 
not to notice that the term “victim” sounds stronger, 
and thus more clearly places the individual in the spot 
where they actually are after experiencing domestic 
violence, while the term “experiencing violence” 
seems to blur its negative connotation.

From the beginning of their existence, these 
entities were perceived as much-needed support 
institutions for both the family and the child, per-
forming various functions, in particular care, com-
pensatory and counselling, and thus falling within 
the circle of pedagogical entities, as well as social 
work institutions. At the same time, attention was 
drawn to a certain excessiveness of their name in 
connection with their description as “specialist”, 
which did not add anything substantive and still 
does not add anything because each entity of this 
type is specialised, proposing to define them as 
“support centres for victims of violence in fami-
lies”. (Krajewska 2012, pp. 65-66). This postulate 
remains valid, therefore it is possible to propose, in 
accordance with the current conceptual apparatus, 
the name of these entities as “support centres for 
people experiencing domestic violence”, and even 
better as “support centres for individuals suffering 
from domestic violence”. “Suffering” in this respect 
seems to correspond to the actual state of affairs, 
because “experiencing” is rather associated with 
positive experiences, which do not include experi-
encing domestic violence.

Article 4, Section 1 of the Act concerns specialist 
support centres for individuals suffering domestic 
violence. According to it, such people are provided 
with shelter in such a centre offering at least basic 
services in the field of intervention, therapeutic and 
supportive services and living needs, which are aimed 
at ensuring the safety of such individuals, as well as 
providing assistance and support in accordance with 
their needs, adjusted to their life situation.

Section 2 of this article states that the assistance and 
support in question are provided by specialists in the 
field of counteracting domestic violence, who guarantee 
high-quality services, employed in a specialist support 
centre for people experiencing domestic violence, 
including psychologists, educators, social workers, 
lawyers and therapists. Therefore, the subjective and 
objective scope of the support provided in such centres 
is wide. This is to result in its best possible dimension 
adjusted to the individual situation of each individual 
and each family experiencing domestic violence.

Article 5 of the Act provides that the minister 
competent for social security issues shall define, by way 
of a regulation, the standard of basic services provided 
by specialist support centres for people suffering from 
domestic violence, as well as the qualification require-
ments for individuals employed in specialist support 
centres for people suffering from domestic violence, 
taking into account the need to adjust the scope of 
assistance to the situation and needs of individuals 
experiencing domestic violence, as well as the effective-
ness of services provided by specialist support centres 
for people experiencing domestic violence. As of June 
22, 2023, the content of the relevant provision was 
amended in connection with the latest revision of the 
Act, and based on this, the Minister responsible for 
social security issued a new regulation.

This is the Regulation of the Minister of Family 
and Social Policy of June 20, 2023, concerning the 
standard of basic services provided by specialist sup-
port centres for victims of domestic violence and the 
qualification requirements for staff employed in these 
centres ( Journal of Laws of 2023, Item 1158).

This regulation defines the standard for basic 
services delivered by specialist support centres for 
individuals experiencing domestic violence. In the 
scope of intervention, it includes providing shelter 
to the victim and their children for a period of up 
to three months, with the possibility of extension 
in cases justified by the situation of the victim-par-
ticularly when necessary to ensure their safety. It also 
includes protection of the victim from the perpetrator, 
immediate and comprehensive assistance (including 
psychological and legal support), and urgent access to 
medical assistance where the victim’s health condition 
requires it. Moreover, it involves assessing the situation 
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of the victim and evaluating the risk to their safety or 
that of the children in their care. In the therapeutic and 
supportive dimension, the standard covers preparing 
a diagnosis of the victim’s situation and that of their 
children staying in the centre. It also includes providing 
specialist counselling-particularly legal, psychological, 
social, and medical-organizing support groups and 
therapeutic groups for victims of domestic violence, 
and offering individual therapy aimed at both sup-
porting the victim and helping them acquire skills to 
protect themselves from the perpetrator. Furthermore, 
the standard guarantees access to medical assistance, 
assessment of the children’s situation based on a family 
environmental interview, and the provision of par-
enting consultations by specialists employed in the 
centre. As for material and living needs, the standard 
includes round-the-clock temporary accommodation 
for up to thirty individuals, with the possibility of 
exceeding this number depending on the centre’s 
capacity and following approval by the governing 
authority. It requires the provision of sleeping rooms 
for a maximum of five people, with consideration for 
the family circumstances of the victim; a communal 
dayroom with a play area for children and space for 
studying; a shared bathroom suitable for both adults 
and children for no more than five users; at least one 
laundry and drying room; and a shared kitchen or 
kitchenette with food preparation stations (one per 
ten residents), each equipped with a stove, sink, re-
frigerator, kitchen furniture, and cooking and dining 
utensils. The standard also includes rooms for storing 
baby strollers (where feasible), private consultation 
rooms for individual work with victims, and the pro-
vision of food, clothing, footwear, personal hygiene 
products, and cleaning supplies.

As part of the amendment, Article 6a was added, 
according to which the persons managing specialist 
support centres for individuals suffering from domestic 
violence are required to have a specialisation in the field 
of social assistance organisation and at least 3 years 
of work experience in institutions or facilities that 
carry out tasks for counteracting domestic violence, 
or at least 3 years of work experience work experience 
in social assistance, including at least one-year work 
experience in institutions or facilities that carry out 
tasks to counteract domestic violence.

2.	Entities operating the centres, 
providing room in them and 
their actual functioning

It is the responsibility of counties to create and run 
specialist support centres for people suffering from 
domestic violence. These are tasks in the field of 
government administration. This is stated in Art. 
6 sec. 4 point 1 of the Act. However, pursuant to 
par. 3 point 3 of this article, providing places in such 
centres for people experiencing violence is also the 
task of counties, but it is their own task.

However, few counties fulfil these tasks, especial-
ly when it comes to creating such support centres. 
According to their official list, in 2022 there were 
only 37 such entities. Considering that there are 308 
counties in Poland and 65 cities with county rights, 
such a centre functions only in every tenth county. 
This is a very poor result.

The specialist support centres for victims of do-
mestic violence, divided by voivodeships and cities, 
are presented in Table 1.

Such centres operate in towns of various sizes, 
both larger and smaller ones. They are most often 
run by counties, sometimes by county family sup-
port centres, two of them by associations and one 
by Caritas. Actual access to them by people suffer-
ing from domestic violence may be limited due to 
the distance of their place of residence from the 
seat of the centre and the related communication 
difficulties. Therefore, it is necessary to postulate 
the development of such places of support, which 
requires the will of county that have not undertaken 
to create them so far, in which financial resources 
may be one of the obstacles. Undoubtedly, this state 
of affairs is strongly influenced by the fact that the 
creation of such centres is not obligatory. Therefore, 
it is necessary to consider changing the regulations 
towards the obligatory nature of such a task on the 
part of counties. It could alternatively be formed in 
the form of creating such a centre in each county or by 
concluding an agreement by neighbouring counties 
on joint creation of such a centre.
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3.	Other entities providing shelter 
to people experiencing domestic 
violence and other solutions 
to support them

Specialised support centres for people experiencing 
domestic violence are not the only entities where 
such people can receive shelter and other types of 
support. In addition to them, there are other such 
places, which are even more and, consequently, access 
to which is wider.

These are primarily crisis intervention centres. 
They also operate on the basis of the Act of 29 July 
2005 on counteracting domestic violence. Its Article 
6 Section 3 Point 4 states that it is counties’ own task 
to provide places for people suffering from domestic 
violence. The provisions of the Act of 12 March 2004 
on social assistance (i.e. Journal of Laws of 2023, 
Item 901) are also important for their existence, 
which in Article 6 Point 5 lists these centres among 
organisational units of social assistance. Its Article 
19 Point 12 provides that running them is a task 
specific to counties.

For the victims of domestic violence, which are 
most often women and children, the precedent goal 
of their functioning is to provide them with exten-
sive help, their support towards regaining a sense of 
security and making decisions related to the reor-
ganisation of their life situation, but also taking care 
of children who can rest from chaos and constant 
fear and experience relationships based on respect 
and trust (Rzesoś 2006, p. 182). Their feature is 
that people who are in a crisis situation can use their 
support immediately, i.e. without the need to carry 
out the procedure. Moreover, every person and every 
family is entitled to it, regardless of income, which 
is a criterion sometimes required for other social 
assistance benefits (Krajewska 2018, p. 62, 65).

Pursuant to the Act of 12 March 2004 on social 
assistance, there are also homes for mothers with 
minor children and pregnant women. According to 
its Article 47 Section 4 mothers with minor children 
and pregnant women experiencing domestic violence 
or in another crisis situation can find shelter and 
support in homes for mothers with minor children 
and pregnant women as part of crisis intervention. 

Table 1. The specialist support centres for victims of 
domestic violence in Poland

voivodeship city

dolnośląskie  
Lower Silesian Voivodeship

Wrocław

Wałbrzych

kujawsko-pomorskie 
Kuyavian-Pomeranian 
Voivodeship

Inowrocław

Tuchola

Włocławek

lubelskie  
Lublin Voivodeship

Lublin

Tyszowce

lubuskie  
Lubusz Voivodeship

Gorzów Wielkopolski

łódzkie  
Łódź Voivodeship

Łódź

małopolskie  
Lesser Poland Voivodeship 

Kraków

Tarnów

Zakopane

mazowieckie  
Masovian Voivodeship

Warszawa

Mława

Piastów

opolskie 
Opole Voivodeship

Opole

Kędzierzyn-Koźle

podkarpackie 
Subcarpathian Voivodeship

Gorzyce

Nowa Sarzyna

Krasiczyn

Lesko

podlaskie 
Podlasie Voivodeship

Suwałki

Kolno

pomorskie 
Pomeranian Voivodeship

Gdynia

Rusocin

śląskie  
Silesian Voivodeship

Wodzisław Śląski

Świętochłowice

Chorzów

świętokrzyskie 
Świętokrzyskie Voivodeship

Kielce

warmińsko-mazurskie 
Warmian-Masurian 
Voivodeship

Elbląg

Olsztyn

Olecko

wielkopolskie  
Greater Poland Voivodeship

Zduny

Piła

Poznań

zachodniopomorskie  
West Pomeranian 
Voivodeship

Świnoujście

Białogard

Source: https://www.gov.pl/web/rodzina/baza-kontaktowa-
specjalistyczne-osrodki-wsparcia-dla-ofiar-przemocy.
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Fathers with minor children or other persons with 
legal custody of children may also be admitted to 
these homes. The details of their operation are reg-
ulated by the regulations issued on the basis of the 
delegation contained in sec. 5 of this article, the 
Regulation of the Minister of Family and Social 
Policy of 17 January 2022 on homes for mothers 
with minor children and pregnant women ( Journal 
of Laws of 2022, Item 159).

They are commonly referred to as single mothers’ 
homes, and they play a very important role in the 
child and family support system. The stay in them 
is only temporary and applies to extreme situa-
tions when a woman expecting a child or being the 
mother of a minor child or children cannot count 
on the help of her relatives. The reasons for this 
are complex and often overlap (Krajewska 2023, 
p. 271). One of them may be domestic violence, of 
which a woman is a victim and often her children 
or a child are also victims.

It should not be the case that people experiencing 
violence always have to run away from home. It is the 
perpetrator who should leave, which is the purpose of 
specific legal regulations, thanks to which victims of 
domestic violence are going to be safe in their home 
without the need to seek shelter outside it.

Based on Article. 15aa Section 1 of the Act of 
6 April 1990 on the Police (i.e. Journal of Laws of 
2023, Item 171 with later amendments), in regard to 
an individual engaging in domestic violence posing 
risk to life and limb to the victim, a police officer 
has the right to issue an order to immediately leave 
the jointly occupied apartment and its immediate 
surroundings and a ban on approaching the jointly 
occupied apartment and its immediate surround-
ings. The injunction and ban expire after 14 days 
from their issue, unless the court issues a provision 
extending them, according to Article 15ak Section 
1 of said legal act.

Based on Article. 11a Section 1 of the Act of 
29 July 2005 on Counteracting Domestic Vio-
lence, if a person using domestic violence who is 
cohabiting makes cohabitation particularly onerous 
with their behaviour involving the use of domestic 
violence, a person experiencing this violence may 
demand that a civil court oblige them to leave 

together occupied apartment and its immediate 
surroundings or forbid approaching the dwelling 
and its immediate surroundings.

A criminal court may order the perpetrator 
of domestic violence to temporarily leave the 
premises occupied jointly with the injured party or 
with the injured parties. Such a possibility exists 
pursuant to Article 41a §1 of the Act of June 6, 
1997 of the Penal Code ( Journal of Laws of 2022, 
Item 1138 with later amendments). This applies 
to a person convicted of a violent crime against 
close relatives.

It is not known to what extent these solutions 
are consistent with each other and to what extent 
people experiencing violence are informed about 
them. Meanwhile, there should be coordination 
of solutions and institutions aimed at providing 
assistance to individuals and families in situations of 
experiencing domestic violence. The need of jointly 
removing this crisis by individualising the problem 
and using institutional support and help from other 
people in solving it (Mazur 2002, p. 144).

Summary

Violence is a phenomenon that, according to some 
researchers, occurs widely in our society. It is pres-
ent in everyday life, in the workplace, in schools, 
in mass media, and within the family. In analyses 
of this issue, one can even find the assertion that 
it has become a norm of social relations (Kawula, 
Brągiel, Janke, 2005, p. 286). Violence in general, 
and family violence in particular – or, as the current 
legislator terms it, domestic violence – is none-
theless a pathology, a deviation from the norm, 
which should be based on healthy interpersonal 
relationships free from violence.

What is particularly distressing and raises many 
concerns is the situation in which the home be-
comes the most dangerous place in the modern 
world. This dimension and meaning of violence 
is highlighted by A. Giddens, who notes that 
statistically, a person regardless of age or gender 
is more likely to suffer a physical attack at home 
than on the street at night (Giddens, 2006, p. 214). 
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A home that harms ceases to be a safe place-one 
that a person wants to return to and feel com-
fortable in. Therefore, if someone must flee from 
such a home and seek shelter elsewhere, one of the 
places offering protection is a specialist support 
centre for victims of domestic violence.

The objective of this study has been achieved, 
as it outlines the changes in legal regulations 
regarding domestic violence, with particular em-
phasis on the role and tasks of specialist support 
centres for victims. It presents their place in the 
support system for individuals experiencing do-
mestic violence, the responsibilities assigned to 
them, and the standard of basic services they pro-

vide within the scope of intervention, therapeutic 
and supportive functions, as well as in terms of 
meeting material needs. A practical exemplifica-
tion of the theory concerning specialist support 
centres for victims of domestic violence is the 
indication of the towns and localities where such 
centres operate, places where victims can find real 
help and support. These centres are a part of the 
broader system of support for individuals and 
families in crisis, a system that requires continuous 
improvement, as unfortunately, many individuals 
and families affected by various negative experi-
ences, including intra-family violence, are in need 
of such assistance.
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Abstract: In this article the issue of euphemistic lexicon used in Russian periodicals of the early 21st century is investigated. The purpose of the study is to 
analyse the functional features of euphemisms, the specifics of their use in media discourse, and to determine their role in the manipulation of public opinion. 
The material of the study consisted of texts in modern Russian socio-political periodicals. Examples of euphemistic units from the newspaper sub-corpus 
of the National Corpus of the Russian Language are used as illustrative material. The manipulative potential of euphemisms is manifested in masking the 
true meaning of the message by creating a neutral or positive connotation, distorting the real scale of events or phenomena. Publicistic discourse is a source 
of information for a wide audience, which strengthens the influential role of euphemistic lexicon. The central focus of the study is to identify priority topics 
belonging to the socio-political sphere that are subject to euphemisation in the modern Russian press. There is an indication of an increase in the number 
of euphemisms related to socially significant topics and spheres of human activity in the journalistic discourse. The characteristic feature of this group is its 
close connection with socio-cultural processes. The repeated use of euphemism weakens its key function and stimulates the formation of new euphemistic 
units. The use of some euphemisms in publicistic discourse is dictated by the norms of political correctness in modern communication. The results of the 
study presented in the article indicate a fairly wide use of euphemisms in the language of the modern Russian press.
Keywords: euphemism, manipulation, political correctness, publicist discourse

Introduction

In the language of modern Russian mass media, there 
is an active growth of euphemistic vocabulary. Words 
and expressions that serve to soften concepts and 
phenomena that can cause a negative reaction in the 
reader are widely used. Euphemistic substitutions 
make it possible to shift the connotative emphasis, 
levelling the negative judgment, and veiling the true 
meaning of what is referred to. The masking function 
of euphemisms, especially demanded in journalistic 
discourse, is a manifestation of their manipulative 
potential. The euphemism as a tool of manipulation 
influences the reader and the formation of their indi-
vidual perception of the world. The use of euphemisms 
in newspapers and magazines is also dictated by the 
requirements of political correctness, the desire to avoid 
conflicts and failures in communication. The relevance 
of studying the characteristics of euphemistic lexicon 
functioning in the Russian press is explained by the 

rapidly increasing role of the influencing function in 
modern newspaper journalism. The aim of the article 
is to analyse the functional features of euphemisms, 
to identify their role in the implementation of ma-
nipulative influence on public opinion, as well as to 
determine the topics of priority and social importance 
that are most often subject to euphemisation.

1.	The manipulative potential 
of euphemisms

Since the euphemism is a multidimensional linguistic 
phenomenon, it is considered through the lens of 
lexicology, stylistics, sociolinguistics, and psycho-
linguistics. The study of euphemistic units in the 
aspect of speech pragmatics is especially relevant in 
modern linguistics because this approach makes it 
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possible to consider not only the linguistic nature 
of euphemisms but also the extra-linguistic factors 
that influence the emergence of euphemisms, as 
well as their interpretation. A considerable body of 
research has been devoted to the study of euphemisms 
in a pragmatic way (Allan, Burridge, 1991, 2006; 
Baskova, 2006; Bushueva, 2005; Bonhomme, 2014; 
Casas Gómez, 2012; Drozdova, 2016; Giezek, 2002; 
Kovshova, 2007; Lakoff, 1995; Latypova; Nikitina, 
2011; Pohorila, 2022; Roscan, 2017; Todosienko 
2019; Yakushkina, 2009). The pragmatic approach, in 
particular, explores issues related to the manipulative 
impact of euphemisms.

The main characteristic of manipulation is con-
sidered to be the hidden nature of the influence 
exerted. The object of manipulation should not 
notice this influence. According to the researcher 
A.M. Katsev (1988), “the ability of euphemisms to 
manipulate the recipient is determined by some fac-
tors: 1. Firstly, euphemisms conceal the true nature 
of a phenomenon by creating a neutral or positive 
connotation; 2. Secondly, the recipient usually 
does not have time to extract euphemisms from the 
context and comprehend them, as the abundance 
of information in modern society makes it difficult 
to navigate the linguistic material and evaluate it 
critically; 3. Thirdly, to categorise a word as a eu-
phemism, the tabooed denotation behind the word 
must be identified, otherwise the euphemism will 
not be “recognised”; 4. Fourthly, not many recipi-
ents are familiar with this linguistic phenomenon; 
without knowing the essence of the phenomenon, 
it is impossible to understand how manipulative 
influence is carried out” (ibidem, p. 47).

Other researchers also draw attention to the dif-
ficulty of identification of the masked denotation by 
the recipient (Kateneva, 2013; Shapovalova, 2018). 
Baskova explains the manipulative effect of euphe-
misms in terms of two mechanisms: “the associative 
mechanism diverts the recipient’s attention from the 
tabooed concept, changing the emotional sentiment 
of the message, and the “buffer” mechanism creates 
an intermediate link between the unmentionable 
word and consciousness” (Baskova, 2006). Accord-
ing to several researchers, manipulation through 
euphemisms is a means of referential manipulation 

associated with the distortion of the image of the 
denotation when describing reality. A euphemism 
hides the essence of the phenomenon by creating 
a neutral or positive connotation, allowing to divert 
the attention of the recipient from one characteristic 
of the denotation to another (Beliaeva, Kulikova, 
2009; Ignateva, Builova, 2017; Vildanova, 2015).

The high manipulative potential of euphemisms 
is especially noticeable in mass media discourse. 
The mass media play an important role in shaping 
the media image of the world, as they not only in-
form the recipient about real events and phenomena 
but also interpret and form opinions about them. 
Dobrosklonskaia rightly points out the decisive 
importance of the influencing function of mass 
media: “The way media operate implies not only – 
nor even primarily – a reflection of the surrounding 
reality, but, more importantly, its interpretation, 
commentary, and evaluation, which contribute to 
the creation of a particular ideological background” 
(Dobrosklonskaia, 2009, p. 85). The way of presenting 
information largely depends on the editorial policy, 
the specific characteristics of a particular publication, 
and the personal position of the author. In situations 
where an overt statement is not possible or desirable, 
the journalist resorts to implicit ways of expressing 
information. One of the most effective linguistic 
means of creating implicitness is using euphemisms. 
Euphemistic substitutions allow to soften, and veil 
the essence of phenomena or events that can cause 
a negative reaction in the recipient.

Euphemisms are effective in modern political 
communication, having become firmly embed-
ded in the speech of politicians and officials. Po-
litical euphemisms appearing in media texts can 
be effectively used in creating the public image of 
a politician, discrediting the opponent’s activities, 
shaping political views and positions of citizens, 
etc. Euphemisms used in political communication 
allow to veil the negative aspects of reality and its 
processes. The aggravation of the political situation 
and serious socio-economic problems promote the 
use of euphemistic substitutions in mass media texts. 
The frequent use of euphemisms in journalistic dis-
course is also explained by the requirements of po-
litical correctness, the desire to avoid conflicts and 
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failures in communication. Mass media texts are of 
a public nature and addressed to a mass audience. 
Therefore, the coverage of controversial issues, and 
public problems related, in particular, to various 
types of social discrimination, is associated with 
the search and selection of linguistic means capable 
of mitigating negative evaluation. Euphemisms are 
an effective means of applying politically correct 
vocabulary because “the tighter the social control 
of the communicative situation and the speaker’s 
self-control of his own speech, the more likely the 
appearance of euphemisms” (Krysin, 2008, p. 33). 
The aggravation of the political situation, serious 
socio-economic problems cause an active increase 
of euphemisation in media texts.

2.	Material and methods

The demand for euphemisms in the discourse of mass 
media is caused by the fact that, in addition to other 
functions, they are an instrument of manipulative 
influence on the mass audience. Euphemisms are 
most developed in the discourse of socially impor-
tant topics, topical issues of political and economic 
aspects of the state functioning. The necessity of using 
euphemisms in mass media is caused by the desire to 
veil negative phenomena from the sphere of econo-
my, certain actions of authorities, relations between 
states. The use of euphemisms in the political sphere 
is nowadays often dictated by the rules of political 
correctness. In this connection, the role of masking 
function of euphemisms in mass media is increasing, 
based, in particular, on the idea of careful expression 
of thoughts in the conditions of political tension in 
the world. In addition, manipulation is quite often 
used in political communication to realise the political 
interests of individual leaders and political parties. 
In modern Russian media texts, euphemisation is 
also subjected to topics related to the coverage of 
emergency situations, natural disasters, etc. Inten-
sification of the processes of euphemisation of the 
above-mentioned topics in mass media discourse has 
aroused our research interest in this problem. There-
fore, the analysis of euphemistic units is based on the 
material of newspaper texts of socio-political topics.

The material of the study consisted of texts in 
modern Russian socio-political periodicals. Both elec-
tronic versions of print publications as well as texts 
from online-only media outlets from th 5 years 
(2017-2021) were used: „Izvestiia”, „RIA Novosti”, 
„Parlamentskaia Gazeta”, „Vedomosti”, „RBK”, 
„Kommersant”, „Komsomolskaia Pravda”, „Vesti.
ru”, „Moskovskii Komsomolets”, „Novaya gazeta”, 
„Novye izvestiia”, „Pravda”, „lenta.ru”, „gazeta.ru”, 
„NEWSru.com”, „Bizness Online”. The article deals 
with word and phrase-level euphemisms. These pe-
riodicals publish information on topical issues of 
social, political and cultural life in Russia and abroad.

The choice of material was based on the authority 
and popularity of these publications. The above-men-
tioned national media are distributed throughout 
the Russian Federation and play an important role 
in the information space. Since printed periodicals 
are gradually losing their leadership in the speed 
of information delivery, modern users increasingly 
prefer online versions of printed newspapers or on-
line publications. The publications we have chosen 
have a large audience reach, as evidenced, for exam-
ple, traffic on the publication’s website per month: 
„RBK” – 127 million visitors, „lenta.ru” – 103 million 
visitors, „RIA Novosti” – 95 million visitors, „Kom-
somolskaia pravda” – 87 million visitors, „gazeta.
ru” – 51 million visitors, „Moskovskii komsomolets” 
– 41 million visitors, „Kommersant” – 33 million 
visitors, „NEWSru.com”- 27 million visitors, „Iz-
vestiia” 21 million visitors, „Vedomosti”- 11 million 
visitors (data for December 2024). Many publica-
tions, whose texts were used as illustrative material in 
our article, are among the most quoted periodicals. 
According to Medialogy, in April 2025, the top 
10 most quoted Russian newspapers according to the 
citation index (the citation index is an indicator of 
the quality of media content distribution) included: 
„Izvestiia” – 2 435,70; „Kommersant” – 2 014.73; 
„Vedomosti” – 768.34; „Komsomolskaia pravda” 
– 507.01; „Moskovskii komsomolets” – 311.26; 
„Parlamentskaia gazeta” – 301.86.

Examples of euphemistic units from the newspa-
per sub-corpus of the National Corpus of the Russian 
Language (NCRL) are used as illustrative material. 
NCRL is an information and reference system based 
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on a collection of Russian texts in electronic form, 
equipped with an automated search system. The sys-
tem contains more than two billion words, provides 
a representative sample and allows the application of 
statistical methods to analyse the result.

The newspaper corpus was established in 2010, 
and its resources cover press texts since 1983 and are 
enriched annually. It is the largest sub-corpus of the 
NCRL in terms of volume and consists of national 
and regional media. The newspaper sub-corpus (na-
tional media) has a volume of 815,141,029 million 
words and 2,728,688 texts.1 The newspaper sub-cor-
pus provides representative data illustrating the use 
of particular word forms. The corpus can search for 
exact word forms, lemmas and collocations.

Nowadays, the use of language corpora plays 
a leading role in most linguistic research, and cor-
pus-based linguistics is rapidly developing on the 
basis of corpora. A linguistic corpus is understood as 
“a unified, structured and labelled array of linguistic 
(speech) data in electronic form, intended for cer-
tain philological and, more generally, humanitarian 
research” (Zakharov, 2003, p. 52). A national corpus 
is characterised by a balanced composition of texts. 
This means that the corpus contains, as far as possible, 
all types of written and spoken texts represented in 
a given language (fiction of different genres, jour-
nalistic, educational, scientific, business, colloquial, 
dialectal, etc.), and that all these texts are included 
in the corpus as far as possible in proportion to their 
share in the language of the corresponding period.2 
The language corpus, as an array of texts of different 
genres and styles, reflecting the current state of the 
language, allows us to trace the picture of word usage 
dynamics. The national corpus of the Russian language 
is a representative and statistically objective tool for 
tracking the frequency of word usage. Most major 
languages of the world already have their national 
corpora. The British National Corpus (BNC), in 
particular, is a recognised model, and many other 
modern corpora are oriented towards it. The Czech 
National Corpus (Český Národní Korpus, ČNK) 
and the National Corpus of Polish (Narodowy Ko-

1	 From: https://ruscorpora.ru/en/search?search=CgQyAggD, (access: June 16, 2025)
2	 From: https://ruscorpora.ru/en/page/terms, (access: June 16, 2025)

rpus Języka Polskiego, NKJP) stand out among the 
corpuses of Slavic languages. A detailed overview 
of Slavic corpora is presented in Reznikova’s study 
(Reznikova, 2009). Such linguists as Atkins (Atkins, 
Clear and Olster, 1993), Baranov (2003), Biber (Biber, 
Conrad, Reppen, 2011), Leech (1992), McEnery 
(McEnery, Hardie, 2012), Meyer (2002), Plungian 
(2008), Sinclair (1991), Zasina (2018) and many oth-
ers have made great contributions to the formation of 
corpus linguistics. The importance of corpus-oriented 
research is also evidenced by regular conferences, 
monographs, special issues of scientific journals en-
tirely devoted to the problems of corpus linguistics 
(Charciarek, 2022; Plungyan, 2019). The method-
ological apparatus of corpus linguistics allows using 
quantitative indicators in the field of foreign language 
teaching (Ivanova, Kulagina, 2020; Sibirtseva, 2013), 
translation (Kurenko, 2017; Potapov, 2022), mass-me-
dia language research (Komarova, 2020), language 
history (Kochetova, 2020), dialectology (Zyuzkova, 
2020), lexicography (Grabowski, 2011).

The following methods were used in the research: 
selection of lexical material, descriptive method, 
lexicographic analysis, semantic analysis of the word, 
contextual analysis and quantitative method.

3.	Results

The study revealed that euphemisms in mass media 
discourse are actively used in the texts of newspa-
per publications on economic and socio-political 
topics. Table 1. presents the number of samples of 
euphemistic units in the newspaper corpus (national 
media) on the basis of the NCRL data.

The NCRL service allows us to trace the chron-
ological distribution of euphemistic units, the dy-
namics of increasing and decreasing frequency of 
use. For example, the dynamics of the use of the word 
combination pension reform within the given time 
boundaries from 2010 to 2021 in the mass media 
language demonstrates a significant increase in use 
in 2015 and 2018 (Figure 1.).
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The automatically generated graph of word 
usage frequency correlates with the fundamentally 
important changes in the Russian pension legisla-
tion in this period. The vertical axis of the graph 
shows the relative frequency of use of a given lexical 
unit (in ipm–items per million). The statistical 
data of the newspaper sub-corpus also provide 
information about the periodicals in which the 
word or combination of words appears more often. 
The largest number of references to the pension 
reform is found in the newspapers „Kommersant” 

(20.88%) and „Vedomosti” (14.26%, Table 2.), 
which are among the most authoritative business 
media in Russia.

The main attention of these newspapers is paid 
to the analysis of the situation in various branches 
of economy, news of social and political life, ana-
lytical materials are accompanied by comments of 
experts. The situation with the euphemism unfriendly 
countries is an illustrative example of the increased 
frequency of use of euphemistic units caused by social 
factors. This notion appeared in response to restric-

Figure 1. Graph of the frequency of the use of the phrase “pension reform” according to the newspaper sub-corpus 
of the NCRL, 2010-2021. Complited by the author from data search on: https://ruscorpora.ru/s/82EZL. Below the 
graph is a heat scale showing the number of texts in which examples of gas blast are found. The darker the colour 
on the scale, the higher the index.

Table 1. �The use of the selected euphemisms in 2017 – 2021 according to the NCRL

euphemism
number of 
examples

tension in the labour market 36

release 37

pension reform 1096

negative growth 17

price liberalisation 40

liquidity efflux 21

blast 911

thermal point 40

symmetrical response 145

mirror measures 291

euphemism
number of 
examples

unfriendly step 289

unfriendly countries 51

air support 79

preventive strike 188

power vertical 132

forceful methods 440

disarm 63

two hundred 4

waterlogging 270

hard landing 427

Source: compiled by the author.
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Figure 2. Graph of the frequency of the use of the phrase “unfriendly countries” according to the newspaper 
sub-corpus of the NCRL, 2010-2021. Complited by the author from data search on: https://ruscorpora.ru/s/jR8rl .

Table 2. Frequency of the use of the phrase “pension reform” in Russian newspapers according to the newspaper 
sub-corpus of the NCRL, 2010-2021. Complited by the author from data search on: https://ruscorpora.ru/s/9rgZZ)

№ Newspaper Texts Contexts IPM

1 Kommersant 675 1263 (20.88%) 15.56

2 Vedomosti 496 863 (14.26%) 18.77

3 Izvestiya 334 542 (8.96%) 7.39

4 RIA Novosti 231 429 (7.09%) 7.96

5 Parlamentskaya 
gazeta 263 371 (6.13%) 9.99

6 Vesti.ru 224 365 (6.03%) 4.89

7 Lenta.ru 223 355 (5.87%) 4.96

8 Trud-7 217 320 (5.29%) 7.16

9 Komsomolskaya 
pravda 213 302 (4.99%) 5.29

10 lenta.ru 165 213 (3.52%) 3.84

11 RBK Daily 108 211 (3.49%) 8.13

12 NEWSru.com 60 186 (3.07%) 24.99

13 Moskovskiy 
komsomolets 78 106 (1.75%) 10.94

14 Nezavisimaya gazeta 53 100 (1.65%) 3.01

15 Argumenty i fakty 64 83 (1.37%) 2.18

16 gazeta.ru 65 79 (1.31%) 6.67

17 Novyy region 2 52 73 (1.21%) 4.03

18 RBK Deyli 53 72 (1.19%) 7.64

№ Newspaper Texts Contexts IPM

19 Novaya gazeta 29 54 (0.89%) 7.9

20
Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«NG-Politekonomiya»)

15 24 (0.4%) 18.06

21 RBK 10 10 (0.17%) 2.58

22 Rossiyskie vesti 6 9 (0.15%) 15.44

23
Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«Krug zhizni»)

5 8 (0.13%) 7.7

24 Sankt-Peterburgskie 
vedomosti 3 5 (0.08%) 3.27

25 Mariya Selivanova 1 2 (0.03%) 1,018.85

26
Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«Sodruzhestvo-NG»)

1 1 (0.02%) 1.2

27

Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«Nezavisimoe 
voennoe obozrenie»)

1 1 (0.02%) 0.28

28
Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«NG-Regiony»)

1 1 (0.02%) 0.65

29
Nezavisimaya 
gazeta (prilozhenie 
«Ex Libris NG»)

1 1 (0.02%) 0.24

30 Sovetskiy sport 1 1 (0.02%) 0.04

IPM – items per million
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tive political and economic measures introduced by 
states and international organizations against Russia. 
The presented graph (Figure 2.) clearly shows an 
increase in the frequency of the lexical unit in 2014 
and 2018, when the concept of unfriendly countries 
appeared in the Russian legislation. The frequency of 
use of the euphemism unfriendly countries correlates 
with the time of aggravation of Russia’s relations with 
Western countries and is caused by political trends.

4.	Discussion

Euphemistic vocabulary is an integral part of jour-
nalistic discourse, as it allows us to avoid the direct 
naming of realities and phenomena that can cause 
negative emotions in the mass audience. Based on 
analysing the material of socio-political periodicals, 
several thematic groups were singled out, in which 
an increase of euphemistic substitutions was ob-
served. At the same time, the typical topics subject 
to euphemisation, such as physiological processes 
and conditions, sexuality, human body and its parts, 
illness and death, etc., remained out of our focus. 
Euphemisms are actively used in the socio-economic 
sphere described in the modern Russian press. Euphe-
mistic substitutions allow to smooth out the negative 
aspects of the described processes and phenomena, 
such as falling incomes of the population, increase 
in the retirement age, demographic problems, etc. 
A serious problem in the labour sphere is unemploy-
ment, which officials choose to refer to as tension 
in the labour market: “The member of parliament 
noted that the decision of the Cabinet will reduce 
tension in the labour market [напряженность на 
рынке труда], as currently the number of the offi-
cially registered unemployed has sharply increased” 
[„Парламентарий отметил, что решение кабми-
на позволит снизить напряжённость на рынке 
труда, так как сейчас резко выросло количество 
официально зарегистрированных безработных”] 
(Parlamentskaia gazeta, 03.07.2020); “Tension in the 
labour market has increased, Deputy Prime Minister, 
Minister of Family, Labour and Social Protection 
Lenara Ivanova said at a working meeting in the 
government yesterday” [„Напряженность на рынке 

труда выросла, сообщила вчера на оперативном 
совещании в правительстве вице-премьер, ми-
нистр семьи, труда и соцзащиты Ленара Иванова”] 
(Kommersant, 27.05.2020). Tension in the labour 
market is perceived as some kind of strain and does 
not carry a negative connotation like the word un-
employment. This euphemistic substitution allows to 
disguise of the true essence of the problem denoted, 
reducing its significance.

Euphemisms avoid direct reference to denote 
a difficult economic situation. For example, in one 
of the newspaper articles of the mainstream media, 
the fact of mass dismissal of workers is described 
as a release: “In most cases, the employer does not 
carry out the intended release (высвобождение) of 
employees completely, or withdraws the notice of 
release from the employment service altogether” 
[„Отметим, в большинстве случаев работодатель 
не проводит предполагаемое высвобождение ра-
ботников в полном объеме или совсем отзывает 
уведомление о высвобождении из органов службы 
занятости”] (RBK, 29.03.2019). Let us turn to the 
dictionary definition of the verb to release: 1. Re-
move, pull out of sth, free from sth constricting, 
obstructing movement. 2. To free from sth and direct 
for another use, implementation (Kuznetsov, 2002, 
p. 181). The euphemism release masks the true mean-
ing of the denotation, and changes its connotative 
meaning, as it is associated with the words liberate, 
freedom, which carry a positive sentiment. On the 
pages of newspapers, information about job cuts is 
also presented using the euphemism optimisation 
[оптимизация]: “Gyms have seen a sharp increase 
in spending because of the pandemic, says Olga Kise-
leva, president of the Association of Fitness Industry 
Operators: ‘There has been an optimisation of staff 
in the industry [...]” [„В отрасли прошла оптими-
зация количества персонала [...]”] (Kommersant, 
14.08.2020). According to Kuznetsov’s dictionary, 
optimisation is the choice of the best (optimal) 
variant from a set of possible variants or increasing 
the intensity of something in order to achieve high 
results (Kuznetsov, 2002, p. 721); from the Latin 
optimus – the best. A word with a positive evaluative 
component acts as a euphemism naming a negative 
social phenomenon, which causes a contradiction at 
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the semantic level. The word optimisation in some 
contexts has come to mean: to reduce something 
or make someone redundant. This is the meaning 
in which the word is widely used in journalistic dis-
course when it comes to optimisation of medicine 
(reduction of the number of medical institutions), 
science and education (reduction of funding, number 
of schools, etc.): “The health system was not prepared 
for a pandemic because optimisation led to doctors 
being laid off, hospitals being downsized; all that had 
to be re-created in a state of emergency” [„Система 
здравоохранения не была готова к пандемии, 
потому что оптимизация привела к увольнению 
врачей, к сокращению больниц, и нужно было 
заново в экстренном режиме все это создать”] 
(Kommersant, 20.07.2020). Health care and educa-
tion are among the most important elements of the 
social sphere. This explains the frequent mentions of 
the word optimisation, which has acquired a negative 
connotation. As a result, the euphemistic function is 
erased, as the euphemism ceases to veil the negative 
aspects of the phenomenon. As an illustration, here 
are a few examples of newspaper headlines: “Russian 
medicine: ‘optimisation’ or a step into the future?” 
[„Российская медицина: «оптимизация» или шаг 
в будущее?”] (Komsomolskaia pravda, 12.03.2019); 
“Perhaps the problem would have remained at the 
regional level and the empty surgical wards would 
have been closed under the guise of optimisation” 
[„Возможно, проблема так и осталась бы на ре-
гиональном уровне, а опустевшие хирургические 
отделения, не исключено, просто закрыли бы под 
видом оптимизации”] (Vedomosti, 28.08.2019).

According to researcher A.D. Vasiliev, such 
euphemisms as optimisation, reform and some 
others, despite their proximity to individual-con-
textual substitutions of one word for another, are 
not occasional: “Their use has a systematic, massive 
and purposeful character” (Vasilev, 2010, p. 147). 
Indeed, authors of media texts often use the eu-
phemisms optimisation, reform when referring to 
negative phenomena. For example, the phrase pen-
sion reform [пенсионная реформа] is used in press 
materials concerning the government’s initiative to 
raise the retirement age: “Experts are confident that 
the pension reform and tax changes have had a key 

impact on the expectations of Russians” [„Экспер-
ты уверены, что ключевым образом на ожида-
ния россиян повлияли пенсионная реформа и 
налоговые изменения”] (Izvestiia, 11.06.2019). 
However, the euphemism pension changes [из-
менения] is also used alongside this euphemistic 
expression: “First Deputy Prime Minister and 
Russian Finance Minister Anton Siluanov called 
the reaction of Russians to the pension changes 
unexpected, and also noted that these changes were 
necessary to improve the quality of life of pension-
ers” [„Первый вице-премьер, министр финансов 
России Антон Силуанов назвал реакцию рос-
сиян на пенсионные изменения неожиданной, 
а также отметил, что данные изменения были 
необходимы для улучшения качества жизни 
пенсионеров”] (Izvestiia, 15.01.2019). In the sec-
ond example, the neutral word change replaced the 
word reform, which may cause negative associations 
in the recipient. This substitution is explained by 
the fact that in the mass consciousness, the word 
reforms has acquired a negative meaning: a difficult 
period in the country in the late '80s – early '90s 
(perestroika), as well as other reform initiatives in 
recent history which mostly led to the worsening 
of the situation of citizens. The pension reform 
announced in 2018 involves raising the retirement 
age, which has caused public discontent and strong 
criticism of the reform. Initially, a reform denomi-
nated a progressive change, usually for the better, 
but under the influence of extra-linguistic factors, 
a negative connotation of the word was formed. 
The change in the pragmatics of this word is evi-
denced by the contexts of its use in mass media: 
“The word ‘reform’ is already in the general sub-
consciousness, causing one to bristle…” [«Слово 
‘реформа’ уже в подкорке, заставляет шерсть 
становиться дыбом…»] (Bizness Online, 2018).

Although traditionally euphemisms are regarded 
as a type of synonyms (Arapova 1998; Kviatkovskii, 
1966; Galperin, 1981; Katsev, 1988), it is difficult 
to disagree with the researcher Shmelev, who argued 
that euphemistic substitutions are caused “not by the 
proximity of the meanings of words, but precisely by 
the essential differences in their semantic content” 
(Shmelev, 2003, p. 145). Another researcher of the 
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semantic peculiarities of euphemisms, Sammani, notes 
that the search for a new form of denotation is car-
ried out with the purpose of ennobling the meaning 
(Sammani, 2014, p. 648). Sometimes the denotation 
is acquired from the opposite, i.e. convergence of 
opposite concepts. The above examples confirm this 
idea since these euphemistic substitutions are based 
not on similarity, but on the difference in the mean-
ing of the euphemism and the original denotation. 
In addition, a denotation with a negative meaning 
can be replaced by a denotation directly opposite in 
meaning, e.g. peacekeeping mission [миротворче-
ская миссия] instead of military operations [боевые 
действия]. The root of the word peace contains the 
seme ‘absence of war’, the euphemistic expression 
peacekeeping mission contains a meaning diametrically 
opposite to the meaning of the word war (война). 
This constitutes an effective manipulation technique 
that masks the true state of affairs. In this sense, the 
euphemistic substitutions that appeared in media 
discourse during the pandemic (COVID-19) are 
particularly revealing: vacation [каникулы], long 
weekends [длинные выходные], non-working days 
[нерабочие дни] (instead of quarantine [карантин], 
self-isolation [самоизоляция]). The words vacation 
and weekend do not have a negative connotation, on 
the contrary, they evoke positive emotions.

An interesting situation has developed with 
the term negative growth [отрицательный рост], 
which regularly appears in media texts. Negative 
growth rate is a term generally applicable in econom-
ics and statistics, used to describe a situation when 
indicators of economic or social development are 
declining compared to previous periods. The term is 
used to convey information about negative changes 
in a particular factor. Journalists, quoting state-
ments by officials of economic ministries, used this 
term in their publications, which contributed to 
its transfer from the sphere of professional jargon 
into the media discourse: “In April-May 2020, neg-
ative growth affected many sectors” [„В апреле-мае 
2020 года отрицательный рост отразился на 
многих секторах”] (RIA Novosti, 06.07.2020). 
The expression negative growth is used instead of 
the more understandable and familiar for the mass 
audience economic recession, decline, and the 

focus of reader’s attention is shifted to the word 
growth, which allows to reduce the intensity of 
negative evaluation. Terms that are often used as 
economic euphemisms include: price liberalisation 
[либерализация цен] instead of uncontrolled price 
increases, [неконтролируемый рост цен]; liquidity 
efflux [отток ликвидности] instead of banking 
crisis [банковский кризис]; restructuring [реструк-
туризация] instead of reduction [сокращение]; 
recession [рецессия] instead of economic decline 
[экономический спад], etc. Texts overloaded with 
terms obscuring the meaning of the wording, may 
not be fully understood by a wide audience.

An active increase of euphemistic substitutions 
is observed in media texts reporting on various 
emergencies, catastrophes and natural disasters. 
The mass media regularly publish official comments 
by experts from the emergency services on the tragic 
events that take place. Professional vocabulary from 
the speech of employees of the relevant departments 
seeps into newspaper and journalistic materials. 
For example, the technical term blast [хлопок] is 
used in newspaper headlines often in place of the 
word explosion [взрыв]. The term itself is found in 
job descriptions and specialist literature (Instruction 
on investigation and accounting of fires at power 
facilities, 2002): “Blast (outburst) – the rapid com-
bustion of a flammable mixture, not accompanied 
by the formation of compressed gases capable of 
destroying structures or installations” [„Вспышка 
(хлопок) – быстрое сгорание горючей смеси, не 
сопровождающееся образованием сжатых газов, 
способных разрушать конструкции или установ-
ки”]. According to the same manual, an explosion 
is “a rapid exothermic chemical transformation of 
an explosive medium accompanied by the release 
of energy and the formation of compressed gases 
capable of producing the destruction of structures 
or installations” [„быстрое экзотермическое хи-
мическое превращение взрывоопасной среды, 
сопровождающееся выделением энергии и обра-
зованием сжатых газов, способных производить 
разрушение конструкций или установок”]. As the 
definitions suggest, the main difference between 
blast and explosion is the lack of significant destruc-
tion. However, a blast instead of an explosion appears 
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in news reports, even when serious destruction and 
casualties are involved: “Last Sunday in a two-storey 
house in the village of Voznesenka a blast occurred, 
as a result of which the ceiling collapsed, and a per-
son died” [„Напомним, в минувшее воскресенье 
в двухэтажном доме в селе Вознесенка произошел 
хлопок, в результате которого обрушилось пере-
крытие, погиб человек”] (Vesti.ru, 14.09.2020). 
The use of the term blast when describing domestic 
gas leakage incidents is intended to disguise the 
true state of affairs, to prevent the spread of pan-
ic. It is also important that the word explosion is 
firmly associated in the mass consciousness with 
terrorism. This is explained by a series of terrorist 
attacks in the recent history of Russia, when there 
were bombings of residential buildings, explosions 
in the underground, etc. Therefore, when analysing 
euphemisms, it is also necessary to take into account 
the socio-cultural context. The active growth in 
the use of the word combination gas blast in the 
Russian press in recent years is well illustrated by 
the graph obtained in the newspaper sub-corpus 
of the NCRL (Figure 3). This graph shows the 
frequency of occurrence of the mentioned word 
combination in the newspaper sub-corpus from 
2010 to 2021. The graph is constructed taking into 
account data from 2010, which allows us to track 
changes (noticeable growth) in the frequency of 
use of this word over ten years. 

Similarly, in order to reduce the real scale of the 
emergency situation, the euphemistic substitution 
of the word ignition [возгорание] instead of fire 
[пожар]is used in newspaper articles. The website 
of one of the specialised research and production 
companies (Technologies and systems of fire safety, 
n.d.), which designs and manufactures fire extin-
guishing systems, provides an explanation of the 
words ignition and fire: “Ignition is the initiation of 
the process of combustion of materials by an exter-
nal source of ignition. [...] A fire is an uncontrolled 
combustion process outside of a designated area. 
The process is accompanied by the destruction of 
inventory and endangering public health and safety” 
(Technologies and systems of fire safety). Attention 
is drawn to the fact that the fire can die out on its 
own during the ignition phase. That is, a fire is an 
ignition that is out of control and requires action by 
firefighting professionals. The analysis of publications 
showed that the term ignition is also used in cases 
where a large fire is involved: “The ignition occurred 
over an area of ​​5,000 square meters. 73 specialists 
and 24 units of equipment were sent to the site to 
extinguish the ignition” [„Возгорание произошло 
на площади в 5000 кв. м. На место тушения на-
правили 73 человека и 24 единицы техники”] 
(Vedomosti, 21.12.2021). In the above example, 
the euphemism was used to substitute notions in 
order to soften the negative effect of the word fire.

Figure 3. Graph of the frequency of the use of the word “blast” according to the newspaper sub-corpus of the 
NCRL, 2010-2021. Complited by the author from data search on: https://ruscorpora.ru/s/kR7vE .
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The euphemism waterlogging [подтопление], 
which is used in place of the word flooding [наводне-
ние], is intended to diminish the scale of the disaster. 
Information posted on the official website of the 
department (Ministry of the Russian Federation 
for Civil Defence, Emergencies and Elimination of 
Consequences of Natural Disasters, n.d.) designates 
waterlogging as an increase in the level of groundwater, 
leading to disruption of economic activities in the 
affected area and changes in the structure and func-
tions of natural biogeocenoses. Flood – inundation 
of a territory with water, which is a type of natural 
disaster; it can occur due to a rise in water levels rising 
during high water or freshets, ice jams, ice blockages, 
as a result of a surge in the river mouth, as well as in 
case of failure of hydraulic structures (Ministry of 
the Russian Federation for Civil Defence, Emergen-
cies and Elimination of Consequences of Natural 
Disasters, n.d.). Despite the serious consequences 
and loss of life caused by the flooding, media texts 
refer to such instances as waterlogging: “The death 
toll from waterlogging in the Irkutsk region has risen 
to 23 people, with eight more individuals missing” 
[„Число погибших в результате подтопления в 
Иркутской области возросло до 23 человек, еще 
восемь числятся пропавшими без вести”] (RBК, 
08.06.2019). Replacing the word flooding, which 
has a strong negative connotation, with the term 
waterlogging provides a reduction in the intensity 
of negative evaluation. In addition to euphemisms, 
such words and expressions as high water [паводок], 
big water [большая вода] are used as substitutes in 
media discourse. Avoiding direct naming allows 
the true meaning of the information to be hidden. 
The masking function of euphemisms is closely re-
lated to the manipulating function because by using 
specific linguistic means, the author of the text forms 
the recipient’s perception of a given phenomenon or 
event. In order to downplay the scale of the disaster, 
to mislead about the real state of affairs, newspapers 
use euphemisms such as smoke accumulation [задым-
ление]; thermal point [термоточка] instead of fire; 
hard landing [жесткая посадка] instead of plane 
crash, crash landing [авиакатастрофа, крушение 
самолета]. This set of euphemisms is designed to 
soften the perception of the real state of affairs, to 

create a less dangerous, less frightening picture. Cau-
tious wording creates a certain soothing tone, thus 
influencing the perception of the mental image in 
the mass audience.

A third large thematic group, identified based 
on the analysis of newspaper publications, is relat-
ed to the field of politics – domestic and foreign 
policy, military actions, actions of the authorities, 
etc. The language of diplomacy is characterised by 
the frequent use of euphemisms necessary to soften 
direct statements and maintain a respectful tone in 
international relations. This sphere of communica-
tion implies the use of restrained phrases, careful 
formulations, adherence to the principles of political 
correctness and official speech etiquette. As Krysin 
rightly points out, “the communicative tasks that 
diplomats and politicians have to deal with cannot 
be solved using only direct nominations, without 
insinuations, innuendos, understatements, camou-
flage, i.e. without everything that euphemisms are 
designed to express” (Krysin, 1994). Euphemistic 
substitutions give politicians the opportunity to 
issue a serious warning to a foreign country. Thus, 
a euphemism symmetrical response [симметричный 
ответ] implies a wide range of commensurate 
responses that are not explicitly indicated but can 
be speculated by the recipient: “Moscow warns the 
European Union against imposing new sanctions 
against Russia, they will inevitably be followed by 
a symmetrical response, Russian Foreign Ministry 
spokeswoman Maria Zakharova said” [„Москва 
предостерегает Евросоюз от введения новых 
санкций против России, на них неотвратимо 
последует симметричный ответ, заявила офици-
альный представитель российского МИД Мария 
Захарова”] (Parlamentskaia gazeta, 11.02.2021). 
This euphemism has a rich synonymy: adequate 
/mirror /proportionate response [адекватный /
зеркальный /пропорциональный ответ]. The eu-
phemisms mirror /adequate measures [зеркальные /
адекватные меры] are used with a similar meaning 
in media discourse: “Russia will take mirror measures 
after US sanctions against the Nord Stream-2 gas 
pipeline” [„Россия предпримет зеркальные меры 
после американских санкций против газопрово-
да Северный поток-2”] (Lenta.ru, 26.12.2019); 
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“On 15 February, Russian Deputy Prime Minister 
Yuri Borisov said that if the United States withdraws 
from the treaty on the elimination of intermedi-
ate-range and shorter-range missiles (INF Treaty), 
Russia will take adequate measures in response to 
any threats from the United States” [„15 февраля 
вице-премьер России Юрий Борисов заявил, 
что в случае выхода Соединенных Штатов из 
договора о ликвидации ракет средней и меньшей 
дальности (ДРСМД) Россия будет принимать 
адекватные меры в ответ на любые угрозы со 
стороны США”] (Izvestiia, 16.02.2019). These 
euphemistic substitutions allow to convey a mes-
sage that will be unambiguously deciphered by the 
recipient without resorting to direct threats and 
aggressive statements.

In diplomatic speech, euphemistic expressions 
are used to express dissatisfaction with the actions 
of the authorities of a foreign state (reduction 
in the number of ambassadors, imposition of 
sanctions) in a softened form. The euphemism 
unfriendly /unamiable step [недружественный /
недружелюбный шаг] is used for such a purpose, 
for example: “The Czech side acted dishonestly 
and unworthily by taking this unfriendly step” 
[(„Чешская сторона поступила непорядочно 
и недостойно, пойдя на этот недружественный 
шаг”] (Izvestiia, 05.06.2020). A synonymous 
expression unfriendly actions [недружественные 
действия] is used in the following example: “All 
sanctions imposed by the Russian Federation are 
responses to unfriendly actions of other states, 
which manifest themselves through the meas-
ures taken” [„Все санкции РФ – это ответы на 
недружественные действия других государств, 
которые проявляются через санкционные реше-
ния”] (Izvestiia, 19.05.2020). It should be noted 
that in the Russian media discourse of recent years 
the expression unfriendly countries is actively used, 
which was connected with the list of foreign states 
and territories “committing unfriendly actions” 
against the Russian Federation, its citizens or legal 
entities: “Unfriendly countries are mobilising social 
media to pressure Russia” [„Недружественные 
страны привлекают соцсети для воздействия на 
Россию”] (Moskovskii komsomolets, 18.02.2019).

In media texts, information is presented in such 
a way as to avoid direct nomination of frightening 
phenomena, events. Thus, the word war [война], 
which has a sharply negative connotation, associ-
ated in the mass consciousness with the death of 
large numbers of people and large-scale destruction, 
will be replaced by the expression armed conflict 
[вооруженнный конфликт] or military operation 
[военная операция]: “There has been an ongoing 
armed conflict in Syria since March 2011” [“С марта 
2011 года в Сирии продолжается вооруженный 
конфликт”] (Izvestiia, 31.12.2020). As a result of 
euphemistic substitution, the emphasis is shifted 
to neutral keywords – conflict, operation, which 
allows to reduce the negative reaction of the audi-
ence. Euphemisms carry semantic ambiguity, thus 
improving the negative character of the denotation: 
air support [поддержка с воздуха] instead of bombing 
[бомбардировка]; line of contact [линия соприкос-
новения] instead of war front [фронт]; preventive 
strike [превентивный удар] instead of attack, military 
invasion [атака, военное нападение]. Euphemisms 
help to disguise or soften the unsavoury aspects of 
warfare and everything related to it.

The names of forms of government and the struc-
ture of the state apparatus are subject to euphemisation. 
For example, referring to centralised state admin-
istration in which lower levels are unconditionally 
subordinate to the upper ones, the euphemistic ex-
pression power vertical [вертикаль власти] is used: 
“The contractor agreed with the acting governor of 
Khabarovsk Krai, Mikhail Degtyarev, who said it 
was necessary to attract money to the region and 
strengthen the power vertical” [„Исполнительница 
согласилась с врио губернатора Хабаровского 
края Михаилом Дегтяревым, который заявил о 
необходимости привлекать в регион деньги и укре-
плять вертикаль власти”] (Lenta.ru, 22.07.2020). 
Euphemistic substitutions are used when referring to 
the actions of various power structures. For example, 
when reference is made to repressive actions of the 
authorities, the euphemism to detain [задержать]
(meaning to arrest – арестовать) is used: “Dudnikov 
had already been detained in October 2020 when he 
stood up for a child who was going to be detained” 
[„Дудникова уже задерживали в октябре 2020 года, 
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когда он вступился за ребенка, которого хотели 
задержать”] (NEWSru.com, 29.05.2021). Another 
example is forceful measures /methods (used to mean 
military action in this context): “The new version of the 
National Security Strategy enshrines Russia’s actions 
to stop unfriendly and threatening steps, including 
the imposition of sanctions and forceful methods, the 
Security Council secretary said” [„В новой редакции 
Стратегии национальной безопасности закреплены 
действия России для пресечения недружественных 
и угрожающих шагов, в том числе введение санк-
ций и силовые методы, заявил секретарь Совбеза”] 
(RBK, 31.05.2021).

Over time, euphemisms may cease to fulfil a mit-
igating function, as their denotative component 
becomes contaminated (Vildanova, 2015; Nikitina, 
2009), and the linguistic element begins to denote 
the negative notion it used to mask. The connection 
of euphemisms with various external and internal 
factors, the dynamic nature of euphemisms is noted 
by many researchers (Arsenteva, 2012; Sammani, 
2014; Moskvin, 2010; Kovshova, 2007). For example, 
the euphemism killer [киллер] instead of murderer 
[убийца] or the highest punitive sanction [высшая 
мера наказания] is a euphemism adopted in Soviet 
and Russian legal practice to denote the death penalty. 
The euphemism liquidate [ликвидировать] meaning 
to kill, destroy [убить, уничтожить] now has syn-
onyms such as neutralise, disarm [нейтрализовать, 
обезвредить]: “As a result of the special operation, 
24 members of this group were disarmed, another 
35 were detained and the hostages were released, 
the agency reported” [„В результате спецоперации 
были обезврежены 24 члена этой группы, еще 35 
задержаны, а заложники были освобождены, 
заключили в ведомстве”] (gazeta.ru, 20.05.2019). 
The literal meaning of the word disarm is to deprive 
of the ability to cause harm, to render harmless. 
The negative meaning of the denotation is replaced 
by a lexeme that evokes associations with something 
useful, stopping harm. The manipulative impact of 
euphemisms is manifested in reducing the intensity of 
the negative attribute by shifting connotative accents.

The term two hundred [двухсотый], also cargo 
200 [груз 200], derived from the military lexicon, 
used to name human losses in military operations, 

is increasingly common in journalistic discourse: 
“For some reason, I remembered the voice. It sounded 
like a terrible triumph of a wife and mother, hoping 
that her male relatives were no longer targets, but 
could send a sufficient number of enemies to the “two 
hundred” themselves [„Почему-то запомнился голос. 
В нем звучало страшное торжество жены и мате-
ри, надеющейся, что ее родные мужчины теперь 
больше не мишени, но сами могут отправить к 
«двухсотым» достаточное число врагов„] (Novaya 
gazeta, 24.08.2017). This designation of a fallen soldier 
dehumanises the person, hiding the real tragedy behind 
a number. A significant part of political euphemisms 
are words having diffusing properties. For example, 
the word special [специальный] is part of some eu-
phemisms: special contingent [спецконтингент], 
meaning prisoners [заключенные]; special operation 
[спецоперация] instead of military invasion [военное 
вторжение]; special measures [спецмеры] instead of 
torture of arrested persons [пытки арестованных], etc. 
In the camouflaging function words with generalised 
meaning are used: incident [инцидент], action [ак-
ция], event [событие]: “’Guilty of organising a public 
event’, Svetov wrote on his Twitter, explaining that the 
court considered one of his tweets on January 23 to be 
a call for an unsanctioned action. On this day a rally 
was held in support of Alexei Navalny, founder of the 
Anti-Corruption Foundation (FBK; recognised by the 
Justice Ministry as a non-profit NGO)” [„Виновен в 
организации публичного мероприятия», – напи-
сал Светов в своем Twitter, пояснив, что суд счел 
призывом к несанкционированной акции один 
из его твитов 23 января, когда проходила акция в 
поддержку основателя Фонда борьбы с коррупцией 
(ФБК; признан Минюстом НКО-иноагентом) 
Алексея Навального”] (Vedomosti, 26.04.2021). 
In the above example, the euphemism action is used 
instead of opposition rally.

Conclusion

To sum up, there is an ongoing process of formation of 
euphemisms, which are widely spread in the modern 
Russian press. Euphemistic substitutions are used as 
a way of indirectly softening denotations, allowing 
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to shift the connotative accent, neutralise or reduce 
the degree of expression of negative attributes, veil 
the true meaning of the denoted. Socio-political 
and economic phenomena, emergencies and natural 
disasters are topics which are most susceptible to eu-
phemisation in the journalistic discourse. The study 
revealed that lexicon from the professional jargon 
actively penetrates into the media texts from official 
comments of departments and speeches of officials. 
The terms used as euphemisms, due to their speci-
ficity, may not be understood by the mass audience, 
can obscure the essence of what is denoted, as well 
as distort the true scope of events or phenomena. 
Camouflaging of meaning is also achieved by using 

words with broad or diffusing meanings, as well as 
loanwords. Due to the associativity mechanism, 
euphemisms divert the recipient’s attention from the 
object or action that can cause a negative reaction. 
Euphemisms have a high manipulative effect, as they 
allow to hide the true essence of the phenomenon, to 
present information in the appropriate light. The use 
of euphemistic vocabulary in socio-political period-
icals is dictated by the desire to hide the severity of 
social problems, to create a more favourable image 
of the world via influencing the system of evaluation 
and the formation of public opinion. When analysing 
euphemistic units, it is also necessary to take into 
account the socio-cultural background.
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Abstract: For at least several decades, the school environment has been under strong pressure from technology. New ICT tools bring educational hopes, 
but they also raise many doubts. This paper concerns the presence of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in the teaching-learning process. AI in education (AIED) 
provides enormous opportunities for individualising the teaching-learning process, adapting the entire process to the schoolchild’s capabilities and moti-
vation level. It also allows for more effective education management. It can predict trends, but also profile the education path of individual schoolchildren 
based on previous educational achievements. It also allows for support for teachers, especially in those aspects of education that can be standardised in some 
respects (e.g. assessment). However, the presence of AI in the education system brings specific challenges and difficulties that demand taking action so as 
not to squander the educational opportunities associated with new technologies. Firstly, Artificial Intelligence collects huge amounts of data in its activities, 
including sensitive data related to children’s privacy. It is necessary to take care of their protection so that they are not used to the detriment of children or 
processed for commercial purposes. The presence of AI in schools also requires a redefinition of the role of the teacher. Undoubtedly, the emphasis in their 
work will have to be distributed differently and their position defined more precisely. To a large extent, this is related to another threat, which may be deficits 
in interpersonal communication. Until now, the teaching-learning process was based on interpersonal relations between the teacher and schoolchildren 
and was strongly vectored. The message had a specific direction. In the case of AI, interpersonal communication disappears and the message becomes more 
spontaneous and interactive. It is difficult to determine today whether AI will bring only benefits or whether the threats will outweigh them. The example 
of smartphones shows that not every new technology has a positive impact on the development and level of education of children. It seems that due to the 
dynamic development of AI models and their commonness as general-purpose technologies, we will not wait longer than a decade to make a substantive 
evaluation of the presence of AI in the education system.
Keywords: education, AI, new technologies in education, ethics

Introduction

Every new communication technology that appeared 
in the 20th century brought with it certain educa-
tional hopes. In many cases, this was one of the basic 
goals that were set for it. Even when they were not 
directly related to the education system, the media 
were a tool for “enlightenment”. The very way the 
media operated assumed the implementation of 
an educational function. For many decades, this 
reflected the functioning of television, which was 
focused on transmitting messages, clearly vectored 
and strongly hierarchical (Casetti, Odin, 1994). 
The next breakthrough was the popularisation of 
the computer network and websites, which were 
to constitute a kind of information highway and 
build a true knowledge society. However, it was 

Artificial Intelligence that brought a real revolution 
in terms of both the reach and the speed of change. 
For ChatGPT, two months after its launch were 
enough to reach 100 million users (Lichfield, 2023). 
According to data from the report The Dawn of the 
AI ​Era, 51 percent surveyed American teenagers 
use models such as ChatGPT or Google Gemini. 
Almost half of them use AI to help with homework 
assigned at school (Madden et al., 2024).

It should be emphasised that artificial intelligence 
(AI), like other new technologies, was originally asso-
ciated with great expectations in the field of education. 
Consequently, researchers working on the fundamental 
aspects of AI have often emphasised its educational 
potential (Lee, 2019; Lennox, 2020; Lee, Qiufan, 
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2022; Suleyman, Bhaskar, 2023). Nevertheless, two 
dominant currents are emerging in the research that 
deals intensively with AI applications in education.

The first focuses on the possibilities arising from 
the personalisation of the learning process, which 
offers an opportunity to optimise the teaching pro-
cess (Chen et al., 2022; Gillani et al., 2023; Mittal et 
al., 2024). In addition, selected AI models can serve 
as a tool to support the development of teachers’ 
communicative competence by providing training 
material (Song et al., 2022; Tubino, Adachi, 2022).

The second major research stream focuses on ana-
lysing the risks inherent in the implementation of AI 
in education. Indeed, the process of using AI-based 
systems involves the collection of significant amounts 
of sensitive data (Huang, 2023; Nemorin, 2022). 
This raises questions about the role of the teacher in 
an automated educational process and the future and 
nature of human interaction (Carter, 2022; Davis, 
2023; Kim, 2023). The implementation of AI in the 
education sector therefore generates a growing number 
of ethical dilemmas that require in-depth analysis and 
the development of an appropriate regulatory frame-
work (Carter, 2022; Fombona et al., 2025).

1.	Uneven development

In January 2025, China surprised the world with a new, 
open AI model – DeepSeek. The model was surprising 
for at least two reasons. First, it was equal to such mod-
els such as those created, for example, by OpenAI, and 
second, the costs of its creation were disproportionately 
lower. This caused scare and even panic among both 
AI specialists and investors. The Chinese also made 
their model available for research and as a basis for 
construction and development, so they released it as 
an “open road” (open weight), (Gibney, 2025).

The race of various corporations creating AI 
models has accelerated quite recently. For ordinary 
AI users, this became noticeable in the early 2020s, 
when ChatGPT became popular in its subsequent 
versions (Marr, 2023). However, the history of Arti-
ficial Intelligence is much longer. For various reasons, 
it remained locked in scientific laboratories and the 
minds of transhumanists for decades.

John McCarthy, a professor at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology and Stanford University, 
is considered the father of Artificial Intelligence. 
In 1956, he organised a summer research project 
for computer scientists, the main topic of which 
was neural networks. In the invitation to cooperate, 
McCarthy included a new term “Artificial Intelli-
gence” (AI), which was supposed to be a magnet for 
cooperation. However, after a few weeks of work, it 
turned out that there was far too little time to recreate 
the architecture of the human brain in a computer. 
The work was stopped, but the term “Artificial In-
telligence” remained (Roberts, 2016).

After this first meeting in the mid-1950s, Artifi-
cial Intelligence hid in computer laboratories. There 
came something that Suleyman and Bhaskar called the 
“winter of Artificial Intelligence” (Suleyman, Bhaskar, 
2023). This period lasted a very long time, until the 
end of the 20th century. In 1997, a computer created 
by IBM, Deep Blue, defeated chess grandmaster Garry 
Kasparov. Artificial Intelligence attracted attention 
at that time, but its wide application and potential 
economic benefits were still not seen (Greenemeier, 
2017). Another breakthrough came 20 years later. 
The next computer, called AlphaGo, created by Deep-
Mind, defeated the Chinese Go champion Ke Jie in 
May 2017. It seemed impossible, but the machine 
managed to beat the Chinese champion (Lee, 2019). 
It was already a time when people began to notice 
the potential applications of Artificial Intelligence on 
a huge scale and, equally importantly, the economic 
benefits that its use could bring.

In parallel with technological development, there 
was reflection on copying human intelligence or com-
bining it with machine intelligence. The Transhuman-
ist Declaration states that the future of humanity will 
be marked by strong pressure from science and tech-
nology due to the still untapped potential of humans 
(Sandberg, 2013). To understand transhumanism, 
one must consider its dual nature. Bostrom distin-
guishes two main aspects of this concept. The first, 
the theoretical aspect, involves the interdiscipli-
nary exploration of the consequences, promises and 
potential dangers of using science and technology 
to overcome fundamental human limitations. It is 
therefore an area of academic reflection in which 
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the future of humanity is analysed in the context 
of technological progress. The second, the practical 
aspect, refers to transhumanism as an intellectual 
and cultural movement that actively advocates the 
possibility and necessity of a fundamental change in 
human existence (Bostrom, 2005). More believes that 
transhumanism is moving us towards a posthuman 
state. In his view, transhumanism has many elements 
in common with humanism, such as a respect for 
reason and science, an emphasis on progress and 
an appreciation of the role of humans. However, 
it differs from traditional humanism in expecting, 
even postulating radical changes in human nature 
and the possibilities available to it, offered by the 
dynamic development of various fields of science 
and technology (More, 1999).

Transhumanists are characterised by great op-
timism, even “technological romanticism” when it 
comes to the development of technology. This applies 
not only to aspects such as social robotics or affective 
computing, which would influence the development 
of a special relationship with machines, but also to 
a significant expansion of human biological capabili-
ties. The development of robotics is to be a condition 
for improving the quality of human life (Bostrom, 
2005; Minsky, 2006; Moravec, 2009).

The artificial intelligence market in education is 
showing significant and accelerated growth, although 
exact valuations and forecasts vary according to 
market analyses. For example, Business Research 
Insights has valued the market at USD 2.46 billion 
in 2024 and forecasts that it will reach USD 28.22 
billion by 2032 (Business Research Insights, 2025). 
On the other hand, Consainsights offers a much 
higher base valuation of USD 23 billion in 2024, with 
this expected to rise to USD 95.20 billion by 2033 
(Consainsights, 2025). Other forecasts estimate that 
the market for AI in education will reach USD 9.3 bn 
by 2034. In 2024, North America generated a 38,7 % 
share of the global AIED market. More than 50% of 
children use AI for homework and 60% of teachers 
say they incorporate AI into their daily practices 
for education (Shinde, 2025). The 2023 UNESCO 
report indicated that 63% of educational institutions 
worldwide have implemented some form of AI. 
However, indicators are globally mixed. For example, 

by 2023 47% of academic institutions in developed 
countries have implemented AI-based tools, in stark 
contrast to 8% of low-income countries (Lee, 2025; 
Li, Tolosa, Rivas-Echeverria, Marquez, 2025).

Since J. McCarthy’s pioneering attempts to con-
ceptualise artificial intelligence, numerous research 
efforts have focused on its definition and algorithmic 
description. However, due to the dynamic develop-
ment and heterogeneity of this field, it is still difficult 
to formulate a single, generally recognised definition. 
The literature therefore favours the identification of 
key properties of AI systems rather than striving for 
a strict definition. The fundamental characteristics 
of AI systems include their autonomous learning 
and knowledge acquisition capabilities. Human 
intervention in this process manifests itself primarily 
in the provision of training data and the configu-
ration of model parameters. Another important 
characteristic of AI systems is their ability to adapt 
to previously unknown operating conditions and 
to make decisions and act autonomously in new, 
unforeseen contexts (Kurp, 2023).

2.	Areas of application of artificial 
intelligence in education

Basically, they can be reduced to three ones:

	· personalisation of the teaching-learning process;
	· support for teachers and tutoring;
	· effective management of education.

Artificial Intelligence is gaining importance in ed-
ucation due to its potential to support teaching in 
various contexts. AI in education (AIED) allows the 
adaptation of the teaching process to the individual 
needs of the schoolchild, which allows for more ef-
fective lessons, adapts the teaching-learning process 
to the individual needs of schoolchildren, offering 
personalised educational paths (Fundació Bofill, 
2022; Mittal et al., 2024). Educational Artificial 
Intelligence (AIED) is the process of integrating and 
applying Artificial Intelligence (AI) technologies in 
educational environments, mainly in classrooms but 
also in other learning contexts, to enrich the teaching 
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and learning experience. AIED is not just a minor 
addition to the teaching and learning process but 
represents a significant change. It brings both op-
portunities and challenges that education systems 
around the world will face in the near future (Vieriu, 
Petera, 2025).

AIED can support schoolchildren with special 
educational needs by offering them personalised tools 
and educational materials. AIED systems can help 
identify schoolchildren at risk in real time, which 
allows for quick intervention. They can do this both 
when children learn individually and in class teams 
(Chen et al., 2022).

AI algorithms enable effective assessment of 
complex skills and knowledge, supporting diag-
nostic processes. AI helps in grading written work, 
improving pronunciation, learning languages and 
developing reading skills. AIED can support crea-
tivity and innovation by generating music, images 
or texts. AIED platforms allow for the creation of 
personalised educational materials, which supports 
an individual approach to the teaching-learning 
process (Fundació Bofill, 2022).

AIED can support teachers in many different 
ways. A chatbot was used to train teachers to help 
them cope with difficult situations in class. Teachers 
working with an “unkind” chatbot had the oppor-
tunity to verify their level of effectiveness in dealing 
with difficult situations. Simulations with chatbots 
with different attitudes (including “unkind” one) 
allowed teachers to practice interacting with difficult 
schoolchildren in a safe environment, which is diffi-
cult to achieve in real conditions (Song et al., 2022).

AIED systems can significantly reduce the time that 
teachers have to spend on repetitive and standardised 
activities such as assessment. Teachers can not only 
save time, but also increase the precision of assessment. 
The same systems can help schoolchildren to self-assess 
in real time (European Commission, 2023).

Another way of involving AIED in the teach-
ing-learning process is through intelligent tutoring 
systems. They adapt to the level of knowledge and 
skills of the schoolchild, offering personalised learning 
paths. The intelligent tutoring system offers what 
seems to be one of the most successful applications 
of AI in education, namely personalised learning 

paths. It can easily identify knowledge gaps and 
provide feedback. It also adapts tasks to the level 
and motivation of schoolchildren, and can become 
an intelligent and polite tutor (Gillani et al., 2023).

Generative models in education can take the form 
of not only applications or appropriate software, but 
also educational robots. Educational robotics assumes 
that the development of knowledge and skills takes 
place through interaction with robots. Children can 
transform abstract concepts into concrete objects. 
This type of education, with developed elements of 
manipulation and interaction, is particularly effective 
in preschool age and in teaching STEM subjects 
(science, technology, engineering, math) (Chen, et 
al., 2023; Tubino, Adachi, 2022).

AIED can play a role in planning schoolchildren’s 
educational future. This applies to both everyday 
educational practice and broader life perspectives. 
A chatbot can remind about daily school duties. 
In terms of broader planning, AIED can help de-
termine the appropriate educational path by pro-
posing schools that match the schoolchild’s level of 
knowledge, interests and motivations. Applications 
prepared by schools or universities will guide the 
schoolchild through administrative processes related 
to education (Gillani et al., 2023).

AIED also offers a number of opportunities to 
improve education management, from the class level, 
through the school to larger systems. AIED models 
can predict changes in demand for schools and adapt 
educational policies to them. In the school itself, 
they can automate tasks such as creating schedules, 
assigning rooms or organising exams. Reducing the 
administrative burden on teachers allows them to 
focus on teaching and interacting with schoolchildren 
(Fundació Bofill, 2022; Gillani et al. 2023).

The implementation of artificial intelligence (AI) 
models in the education system, through both formal 
institutional structures and informal channels, has 
brought with it a number of positive experiences, 
but should not obscure fundamental questions and 
concerns about the dynamic development of these 
systems. According to the thesis of Suleyman and 
Bhaskar (2023), technology is inherently a form of 
power characterised by an asymmetrical distribution 
of potential. Consequently, in the field of education, 
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a disruption of the balance between technological 
progress and the primacy of humanistic values can 
lead to negative effects on social stability and un-
dermine the prospects for future sustainable global 
human development.

3.	Between technology and the 
humanities

AIED was originally intended to support teachers. 
However, the focus of AIED technology has begun 
to shift from a teacher’s assistant to an autonomous 
collaborator of the schoolchild. As a result, ques-
tions have arisen as to whether implementing AI in 
education is really appropriate and whether any new 
technology is suitable for use in the teaching-learning 
process (Homes et al, 2023).

The problems with AI in education can be re-
duced to three areas:

	· privacy and protection of personal data;
	· the role of the teacher in the new system;
	· deficits in interpersonal communication.

In order to function effectively, AI systems require 
access to large sets of data, including personal data. 
Collecting and analysing this data raises concerns 
about its security. Problems with data can be very 
different, ranging from simple data leakage, through 
its deliberate collection for commercial purposes, 
loss of control over data, to the lack of appropriate 
regulations (Huang, 2023). There is a great risk that 
implementing AI in education will involve a fight 
between corporate interests in the perspective of 
expected profits. Hence, there is a justified concern 
whether this will not happen at the expense of the 
well-being of schoolchildren (Nemorin, 2022). 
Therefore, it is important that the processes related 
to AIED are transparent and understandable to all 
interested parties. Children in particular require 
special care, for whom these processes may be too 
abstract. It is difficult for a child to understand 
how the system makes decisions and what factors 
influence its results.

The problem of violation of personal rights con-
cerns not only personal data, but also monitoring 
schoolchildren’s’ emotions and behaviours. The pos-
sibility of obtaining various data additionally com-
plicates the introduction of appropriate security and 
protection mechanisms. All the more so because the 
reality of AI changes dynamically, practically from 
week to week. Educational planning takes place over 
longer periods of time. Protecting schoolchildren’s’ 
privacy and data in the AI ​era requires a multidimen-
sional approach, including legal regulations, ethics, 
education and self-regulation of the IT industry 
(Hung, 2023).

The position of a teacher in a school full of vari-
ous AIED proposals is becoming a serious challenge. 
Teachers do not have to be convinced of new tech-
nologies in education. A similar problem concerned, 
for example, the Internet or distance learning. In the 
case of the latter, huge progress was made under the 
pressure of the global COVID-19 pandemic. But at 
the same time, the imperfections of such solutions 
have been revealed, for example in the sphere of 
interpersonal communication. Teachers are also 
concerned about whether schoolchildren will have 
enough discipline to learn independently using 
technology, whether they will not be encouraged 
to cheat and plagiarise. Learning based on AIED 
therefore requires an appropriate level of school-
children’s motivation. There is also a fear that the 
implementation of AI may deepen inequalities if 
not all schools and schoolchildren have equal access 
to technology. As with any technology, there will 
be technical problems, as well as difficulties related 
to learning how to use new systems by teachers and 
schoolchildren (MacKenzie, 2024). A number of 
ready-made tools are being created that help teachers 
use AI to organise work in the classroom and design 
individual lesson units (e.g. to teach_). However, too 
far-reaching automation of the teaching-learning 
process can lead to a decrease in schoolchildren’s 
engagement and the loss of important social and 
emotional aspects of education. There are also 
concerns that AI will also affect children’s rights, 
especially the right to education, dignity, autonomy 
and privacy (Fundació Bofill, 2022).
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Kim (2023) sees three possibilities for shaping 
the relationship between AI and teachers:

	· teachers as passive recipients of AI;
	· teachers as active users of AI;
	· teachers and AI as constructive partners.

In the third case, i.e. Teacher-AI Collaboration 
(TAC), it is clear that the issue of using AI in ed-
ucation is no longer just a matter of technology, 
but also of far-reaching changes in the approach to 
education itself. Teachers are on a certain continuum 
between passively accepting solutions and actively 
participating in the process of integrating AI with 
the teaching-learning process.

A teacher in the education system is not only an 
animator of the teaching-learning process, but also 
a partner in the social development of the school-
child. Technology has always tended to limit the 
time devoted to interpersonal relationships. Using 
voice in communication with technology and, on 
the other hand, simulating emotions through it 
can further deepen such tendencies. Saturating 
the child’s environment with AI models can cause 
serious deficits in interpersonal communication 
and make it difficult to develop communication 
skills typical of humans. Although AI allows for 
individualisation of the teaching-learning process, 
we are not dealing here with contact with another 
human being but with a machine. Contact with 
a human teacher naturally introduces elements 
of interpersonal communication and creativity 
(Lee, Qiufan, 2022). AI can significantly help 
schoolchildren in learning, but it is the teacher 
who is essential in shaping communication skills 
and relationships. Perhaps with the increasing 
presence of AI in schools, the center of gravity of 
the teacher’s work will shift in this direction. In the 
environment created by AI in schools, interper-
sonal relationships will become more important 
than ever before (Davis, 2023). It seems crucial to 
implement AI in a responsible and ethical manner, 
taking into account the rights and needs of all in-
terested parties. It is also important to remember 
that technology is just a tool and the key to success 
is how people use it appropriately (Carter, 2022; 
Fombona, et al., 2025).

Conclusion

The rapid development of AI requires an equally 
rapid response from the education system. This is 
largely because AIED reaches schools in multiple 
directions. Teachers are beginning to be interested 
in the possibilities it offers in terms of constructing 
the teaching-learning process, and the education 
management system sees AI as a chance to increase 
the efficiency of its activities. Here, however, the 
use of algorithms will largely depend on convincing 
leaders managing education at the school level and 
teachers themselves (Marrone, et al., 2024). The least 
predictable thing is the way in which schoolchildren 
will use AI. The first data show that in addition to 
the many positive effects of using AI in education, 
dangerous trends will appear that will be difficult to 
control. Teachers mention here, among others, the 
use of AI by schoolchildren to do homework, help 
with exams, or use for translations in foreign language 
lessons (Hamilton, Swanston, 2024).

The school environment is increasingly under 
AI pressure, just as it once was (and probably still 
is) with smartphones. But smartphones are a good 
example that technology does not always serve 
the developmental well-being of children and im-
prove the level of education. Recent studies have 
clearly shown a negative correlation between the 
presence of a smartphone in school and the level 
of education (Ana et al., 2024; Teivainen, 2024). 
It is predicted that artificial intelligence will not 
lead to the abolition of teachers in the coming 
years, but will rather help to redefine their role in 
the teaching process. It will be possible to relieve 
teachers of repetitive and administrative tasks so 
that they can focus on designing advanced learning 
activities that stimulate students’ creativity and 
provide social-emotional support. The role of the 
teacher will continue to be critical in modelling 
and promoting the principles of responsible and 
ethical use of algorithms in education. AIED’s 
algorithms offer the potential for an accelerated 
shift in the educational process towards greater 
individualisation and adaptation to the different 
needs and abilities of students. In this context, there 
is a direct interaction between the experiences of 
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students, teachers and the AIED algorithms, the 
operation of which can be calibrated according to 
the specific educational establishment or stage of 
education. However, it should be emphasised that 
the implementation of AI-based solutions gener-
ates significant challenges, including significant 
costs, the need to provide adequate technological 

infrastructure and the need to systematically and 
comprehensively prepare teaching staff for their 
new roles in technologically advanced educational 
environments. The potential for overcoming such 
barriers is illustrated by the lessons learned from the 
remote learning period implemented in response 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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