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Childhood physical abuse has lasting implications for individual well-being, yet empirical evidence on 
protective family factors and their gendered effects during emerging adulthood remains limited. This 
study offers novel insight by examining gender as a moderating factor in the relationship between 
childhood family attachment and childhood physical abuse among emerging adults. The objective 
of this study is to assess whether stronger childhood family attachment reduces experiences of 
childhood physical abuse and to determine whether this protective effect differs by gender. Data were 
collected using a structured self-administered questionnaire distributed to university students through 
academic networks, with lecturers assisting in disseminating the survey to their students. A total of 
416 responses were analysed using descriptive statistics and regression-based moderation analysis. 
The findings indicate that childhood family attachment is significantly and negatively associated with 
childhood physical abuse, confirming its protective role. Gender is found to be a significant predictor 
and moderator, with results showing that the buffering effect of childhood family attachment 
against physical abuse is stronger for males than for females. From a policy perspective, the results 
emphasise the need for attachment-based and gender-sensitive family interventions. Policies should 
prioritise strengthening parent–child relationships, promoting non-violent disciplinary practices, and 
incorporating gender-responsive approaches in child protection and parenting programmes to prevent 
childhood physical abuse effectively.
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Childhood family relationships play a foundational role in shaping individuals’ emotional, psychological, and 
social development. The family environment is often the first context in which children learn to regulate emotions, 
develop a sense of security, and form expectations about relationships1. In Malaysia, the family institution is highly 
valued and often viewed as a key source of protection, support, and moral development2. However, not all family 
environments provide such security. Adverse experiences within the household, especially those involving harsh 
or abusive parenting practices, can disrupt the development of secure attachment and negatively affect children’s 
well-being3. While positive and supportive caregiving experiences foster healthy development, whereas adverse 
family conditions may have enduring negative consequences that extend into adolescence and adulthood4–7. In 
this context, understanding the dynamics between family attachment and childhood physical abuse is essential, 
particularly within the Malaysian socio-cultural setting, where family hierarchy and disciplinary practices may 
differ from Western contexts.

Child abuse remains a growing concern in Malaysia. Reports from the Ministry of Women, Family and 
Community Development8 indicate a consistent increase in reported child abuse cases over the past decade, with 
physical abuse being one of the most frequently recorded forms. Many of the cases involve parents or caregivers 
as perpetrators, raising serious concerns about the safety of children within their own homes. Cultural norms 
that tolerate strict or physical forms of discipline may further blur the boundary between acceptable parenting 
and abusive behaviour9. As a result, children may experience harm within environments that are socially 
perceived as normal, making it crucial to examine underlying relational factors such as family attachment.
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When cases of child abuse become prevalent or widely reported, they can undermine public trust in a 
country’s social institutions, child protection systems, and governance structures10–12. High rates of child abuse 
may draw negative attention from global organisations, human rights bodies, and foreign media, which leads 
to raised concerns about a nation’s commitment to safeguarding the rights and well-being of children. From a 
theoretical perspective, attachment theory suggests that secure emotional bonds between children and caregivers 
serve as a protective factor against adverse developmental outcomes13,14. Empirical studies, such as Widom et 
al.15 as well as Unger and De Luca16, have consistently shown that weak or insecure attachment is associated with 
a higher risk of childhood physical abuse. However, most of this evidence is derived from Western populations, 
with limited research specifically focusing on Malaysia or similar sociocultural contexts. Furthermore, while the 
relationship between attachment and abuse is well established, less attention has been given to factors that may 
influence this relationship, particularly gender differences.

Malaysia makes considerable efforts to safeguard its international reputation17. Therefore, the issue of child 
abuse needs to be given serious attention through more in-depth research, particularly as statistics from the 
Department of Social Welfare have shown an increase in child abuse cases from 1989 to 2021, as depicted in 
Fig. 1.

Although existing literature has established a robust association between childhood physical abuse and 
insecure attachment outcomes18–23, an important gap remains in understanding how this relationship may differ 
across gender. Despite increasing scholarly interest in gender differences in developmental and psychological 
outcomes, relatively few studies have explicitly examined gender as a moderating variable in the relationship 
between childhood physical abuse and family attachment. The moderating role of gender suggests that 
the strength or direction of the association between physical abuse and attachment may vary for males and 
females, potentially due to differences in socialisation processes, emotional expression, coping mechanisms, and 
caregiver expectations. This lack of clarity limits the explanatory power of attachment theory and impedes the 
development of gender-sensitive prevention and intervention approaches. In response to this gap, the present 
study aims to examine the relationship between childhood family attachment and experiences of physical abuse, 
with a specific focus on the moderating role of gender.

Theoretical background
Attachment theory, initially developed by Bowlby13,14, explains how emotional bonds formed between infants 
and their primary caregivers serve a fundamental biological and evolutionary function. These bonds motivate 
children to seek closeness to caregivers in times of distress, thereby promoting safety, protection, and survival. 
Attachment is therefore not merely a learned or social behaviour, but an innate regulatory system that supports 
emotional security and healthy development from early life. When children experience consistent, responsive, 
and sensitive caregiving, they are more likely to develop secure attachment relationships that foster emotional 
regulation, stress management, and confidence in exploring their environment.

Within this theoretical framework, caregivers play a pivotal role as sources of comfort, protection, and 
emotional support. Conversely, disruptions in caregiving, such as emotional unavailability, harsh discipline, 
or chronic stress, can undermine the formation of secure attachment bonds. Empirical evidence supports this 
perspective. For example, Madigan et al.24 reported that children with insecure attachment patterns are more 
likely to exhibit both internalising and externalising problems compared to securely attached children. These 
findings suggest that insecure attachment reflects broader difficulties in emotional regulation and behavioural 
adjustment, which may emerge in environments characterised by inconsistent or harmful caregiving practices. 
Importantly, caregivers’ awareness of their role in nurturing attachment has been shown to promote more positive 
outcomes. Muntean and Ungureanu25 demonstrated that when parents actively support and prioritise secure 
attachment, children are more likely to develop stable and secure emotional bonds. This highlights the protective 
role of strong family attachment in reducing maladaptive parenting behaviours, including harsh or physically 
punitive discipline. More recent longitudinal evidence further strengthens the relevance of attachment theory to 

Fig. 1.  Child abuse cases in Malaysia (1989–2021). Department of Social Welfare.
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childhood maltreatment. Zhai et al.26 found that childhood maltreatment is associated not only with lower initial 
levels of parent–child attachment but also with negative changes in attachment trajectories over time. Similarly, 
Haim-Nachum et al.27 showed that experiences of maltreatment can lead to persistent disruptions in emotional 
bonding, resulting in unstable or progressively deteriorating attachment relationships across development.

Taken together, attachment theory provides a strong conceptual foundation for the present study by explaining 
how weaknesses in childhood family attachment may increase children’s vulnerability to physical abuse. In 
families where attachment bonds are insecure, caregivers may struggle to regulate their emotions, respond 
sensitively to children’s needs, or adopt non-violent disciplinary strategies. As a result, physical punishment may 
become more likely, reflecting breakdowns in the caregiver–child relationship rather than isolated disciplinary 
decisions. This study, therefore, draws on attachment theory to examine how variations in childhood family 
attachment are systematically related to the risk of childhood physical abuse.

Literature review
Previous research, such as Wang et al.28 and Turgeon et al.29, consistently demonstrates that childhood 
maltreatment and attachment are central to understanding emotional, behavioural, and psychological outcomes. 
Rather than operating independently, these factors interact to shape developmental trajectories over time26,30. 
Across diverse contexts, studies converge on two broad patterns: adverse childhood experiences significantly 
increase the risk of maladaptive outcomes, while secure attachment often serves as a protective mechanism that 
can mitigate—though not always fully eliminate—these negative effects26,28–32.

A substantial body of empirical evidence identifies attachment as a key explanatory pathway linking childhood 
maltreatment to later outcomes. For instance, Lowell et al.31 show that childhood maltreatment, particularly 
emotional abuse, is strongly associated with poorer emotional and behavioural functioning, while attachment to 
mothers and peers explains additional variation beyond maltreatment alone. This suggests that attachment is not 
merely a parallel influence but a mechanism through which early adversity affects development. Similarly, Wang 
et al.28 find that emotional maltreatment is closely linked to vulnerable narcissism, with attachment security 
playing a mediating role in this relationship. Extending this perspective, Papalia and Widom30 demonstrate that 
attachment insecurity—especially attachment anxiety—partly explains the link between childhood abuse and 
violent behaviour in adulthood. Collectively, these findings reinforce the argument that attachment processes are 
central in translating early adverse experiences into later psychological and behavioural outcomes.

However, the protective role of attachment is not uniform and appears to vary across contexts and 
developmental stages. Turgeon et al.29 highlight that positive mother–child emotional communication can 
reduce the risk of disorganised attachment despite experiences of maltreatment, indicating that early relational 
quality can buffer adverse effects. Similarly, Zhai et al.26 report that attachment to parents partially explains the 
relationship between maltreatment and depression, although its protective influence is not consistently stable 
over time. These findings suggest that while attachment is important, its buffering capacity may depend on 
factors such as developmental timing, environmental conditions, and methodological differences across studies.

Beyond internal psychological outcomes, attachment also shapes external behaviours. Silva et al.32 demonstrate 
that childhood maltreatment increases the likelihood of aggression in adulthood through its combined effects on 
attachment insecurity and maladaptive coping behaviours such as alcohol use. This highlights the compounding 
nature of these mechanisms, where attachment insecurity not only mediates but also interacts with other risk 
factors to intensify long-term consequences. From a broader perspective, Sirparanta et al.33 provide a more 
nuanced view by showing that parents’ own histories of maltreatment have only weak effects on their children’s 
attachment outcomes, suggesting that current parenting practices and environmental contexts may be more 
influential than intergenerational transmission alone. From a prevention and intervention standpoint, Cyr and 
Alink34 emphasise the importance of attachment-based approaches in addressing childhood maltreatment. 
They argue that strengthening the child–parent relationship and enhancing parental sensitivity are critical for 
improving developmental outcomes and supporting effective child protection practices. Taken together, the 
literature underscores the central role of attachment in both explaining and potentially mitigating the effects 
of childhood maltreatment. While strong evidence supports its function as a mediating and protective factor, 
inconsistencies across studies highlight the need for further research to better understand the conditions under 
which attachment can effectively buffer adverse experiences.

Besides, prior research has increasingly acknowledged gender as a potential moderating variable, although 
its role has often been examined within different research contexts. Existing evidence indicates that gender can 
influence both the strength and direction of relationships involving family and social dynamics. For example, 
gender-based differences have been identified in the link between social support and child physical abuse, as 
well as in the influence of attachment-related factors on later outcomes and the association between childhood 
abuse and mental health35–37. However, these studies tend to focus on parental support, fertility intentions, or 
the consequences of abuse, rather than on early family relational factors that may serve as protective mechanisms 
against abuse. Furthermore, although gender has been found to moderate various psychosocial relationships, 
there remains limited empirical attention on its role in shaping the protective effect of childhood family 
attachment on childhood physical abuse. Therefore, the present study seeks to address this gap by examining 
gender as a moderating factor in the relationship between childhood family attachment and childhood physical 
abuse.

Methodology
Participants and sampling procedure
This study utilised a quantitative cross-sectional design focusing on 416 Malaysian young adults aged 20–24. 
Using a non-probability convenience sampling technique, participants were recruited via online academic 
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networks. Data were collected via a self-administered questionnaire adapted from established instruments 
(Table 1).

These results indicate that the measurement scales used in this study are reliable and suitable for further 
statistical analysis.

The target population comprised Malaysian young adults aged 20 to 24. A total of 416 respondents were 
recruited using a non-probability convenience sampling technique. As shown in Table 2, the sample was 
predominantly male (69.47%). Most participants reported that their parents or caregivers were married (80.29%) 
and had completed secondary education (52.88%). Economically, 42.79% of households earned below RM2,500 
per month, and nearly half of participants (49.52%) resided in urban areas.

Data collection instruments
Data were collected using a self-administered structured questionnaire comprising three main sections: 
demographic information, childhood physical abuse, and childhood family attachment. The measurement items 
were adapted from established instruments to suit the Malaysian context. Childhood Family Attachment was 
measured using a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree), while Childhood Physical 
Abuse was measured on a frequency scale (1 = never to 5 = always). These constructs are grounded in the 
attachment framework established by13,14).

For each construct, item responses were averaged to compute composite scores, with higher scores indicating 
higher levels of perceived childhood physical abuse and stronger childhood family attachment. The internal 
consistency of the scales was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha. The Childhood Physical Abuse (CPA) scale (5 
items) demonstrated good reliability (α = 0.820), while the Childhood Family Attachment (CFA) scale (4 items) 
showed acceptable reliability (α = 0.709). These values exceed the recommended threshold of 0.70, indicating that 
the measurement scales are reliable and suitable for further statistical analysis. A summary of the questionnaire 
items and their respective constructs is presented in Table 3.

Higher scores indicate higher levels of perceived childhood physical abuse and stronger childhood family 
attachment, respectively.

Procedure and ethical considerations
Prior to data collection, ethical approval was obtained from Universiti Malaysia Sarawak (UNIMAS) Ethics 
Committee (Approval No.: UNIMAS/NC-22.02/09-17(05)). Participants were informed about the purpose of 
the study, their voluntary participation, and their right to withdraw at any stage without penalty. Confidentiality 
and anonymity were strictly maintained. No personally identifiable information was collected, and all responses 

Variable Category n %

Gender
Male 289 69.47

Female 127 30.53

Marital Status (Parent/Caregiver)

Married 334 80.29

Single Parent 30 7.21

Divorced/Separated 27 6.49

Widowed 25 6.01

Education Level (Parent/Caregiver)

Secondary 220 52.88

Bachelor’s Degree 87 20.91

Diploma/Certificate 67 16.11

Primary 23 5.53

Postgraduate (Master’s/PhD) 14 3.37

No formal education 5 1.20

Household Monthly Income

Below RM2,500 178 42.79

RM2,501–RM4,850 127 30.53

RM4,851–RM10,959 78 18.75

RM10,960 and above 33 7.93

Residential Area

Urban 206 49.52

Suburban 116 27.88

Rural 94 22.60

Table 2.  Demographic profile of participants and caregivers.

 

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha Number of Items

Childhood Physical Abuse 0.820 5

Childhood Family Attachment 0.709 4

Table 1.  Reliability analysis for study variables.
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were used solely for academic research purposes. Given the sensitive nature of childhood abuse, participants 
were encouraged to respond honestly and were assured that their responses would be treated with the utmost 
confidentiality.

Survey links were disseminated through university academic networks, with assistance from lecturers who 
shared them with their students. To ensure data quality, only Malaysian citizens aged 20–24 who provided 
informed consent were included. Of the total responses received, 416 met all inclusion criteria and were retained 
for analysis. Casewise diagnostics were performed, identifying only four outliers (standardised residuals >  ± 3.0), 
representing less than 1% of the sample and not significantly distorting the regression model.

Data analysis
Data were analysed using IBM SPSS Statistics (Version 23.0). The analysis proceeded in several stages to ensure the 
robustness and validity of the findings. First, descriptive statistics (means, standard deviations, frequencies, and 
percentages) were computed to summarise the demographic characteristics of the respondents and the central 
tendencies of the study variables. Next, Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine the bivariate 
relationships between childhood family attachment and childhood physical abuse. A correlation heatmap was 
generated to visually represent the strength and direction of associations among the variables. To test the study 
hypotheses, multiple linear regression analysis was employed. The moderating role of gender was examined 
by including an interaction term between childhood family attachment and gender in the regression model. 
Model summary and ANOVA tests were conducted to evaluate the explanatory power of the regression models 
and their overall statistical significance. Linear regression analysis was then used to examine the magnitude, 
direction, and statistical significance of each predictor.

Prior to interpretation, several diagnostic tests were performed to ensure that the assumptions of regression 
analysis were met. Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and collinearity diagnostics were examined to assess potential 
multicollinearity among the independent variables; VIF values below the recommended threshold indicated no 
serious multicollinearity concerns. Case-wise diagnostics were also inspected to identify potential outliers or 
influential cases that could unduly affect the regression estimates. To examine the moderating role of gender, an 
interaction analysis was conducted by including the interaction term between childhood family attachment and 
gender in the regression model. All continuous variables were mean-centred prior to creating the interaction 
term to reduce multicollinearity. Where a significant interaction effect was observed, simple slope analysis 
was performed to further interpret the nature of the moderation effect by examining the relationship between 
childhood family attachment and childhood physical abuse at different levels of gender.

Demographic variables, including parental marital status, parental education level, household income, and 
residential area, are analysed descriptively to characterise the sample but are not included as covariates in the 
regression models. The primary objective of this study is to examine the relationship between childhood family 
attachment and childhood physical abuse, as well as the moderating role of gender based on attachment theory. 
Therefore, the analysis focuses on the hypothesised relationships among the key study variables.

Findings
Descriptive statistics
Table 4 presents the descriptive statistics for childhood family attachment (CFA), gender, and childhood physical 
abuse (CPA) based on 416 respondents. The mean score for CFA is 4.34 (SD = 0.77), indicating generally high 
levels of family attachment. In contrast, CPA records a lower mean of 2.07 (SD = 0.84), suggesting relatively 
low levels of childhood physical abuse. Gender has a mean of 1.31 (SD = 0.46), reflecting the distribution of the 
sample based on the coding scheme.

Correlation analysis
Table 5 presents the Pearson correlation matrix for childhood physical abuse (CPA), parental attachment (PA), 
gender, and the interaction term. PA is negatively correlated with CPA (r =  − 0.268, p < 0.001), while gender 
shows a weak positive correlation with CPA (r = 0.159, p < 0.001). Other correlations are weak in magnitude. 
One-tailed significance tests were used because the study hypotheses specify directional relationships (e.g., 
childhood family attachment is expected to be negatively associated with childhood physical abuse), making a 
one-tailed approach appropriate.

Variable Items

Childhood Physical Abuse (CPA)

CPA1
CPA2
CPA3
CPA4
CPA5

When I was a child, my parents hit, slapped, or spanked me as a form of punishment
I was sometimes pushed, kicked, or beaten by my parents
My parents used objects such as belts, sticks, or hangers to discipline me
I experienced injuries, bruises, or pain after being punished by my parent
As a child, I often feared being physically hurt by my parents when I made mistakes

Childhood Family Attachment (CFA)
CFA1
CFA2
CFA3
CFA4

I was happy being part of my family when I was a child
I would do anything necessary to help my parents
I felt emotionally close to one or both of my parent during my childhood
I enjoyed spending time with my parents when I was growing up

Table 3.  Questionnaire items.
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Multicollinearity test (VIF)
Prior to the regression analysis, variance inflation factor (VIF) values were examined to assess multicollinearity. 
As shown in Table 6, all VIF values are close to 1 (CFA = 1.029; Gender = 1.011; Interaction = 1.026), indicating 
no multicollinearity concerns.

Regression analysis
Table 7 presents the regression coefficients for the model predicting childhood physical abuse from childhood 
family attachment, gender, and the interaction between childhood family attachment and gender. The constant 
term is positive and statistically significant (B = 3.03, p < 0.001). Childhood family attachment has a negative 
and statistically significant coefficient (B =  − 0.298, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of childhood 
family attachment are associated with lower levels of childhood physical abuse. Gender shows a positive and 
statistically significant coefficient (B = 0.262, p = 0.002), indicating differences in reported levels of childhood 
physical abuse across gender groups. The interaction term between childhood family attachment and gender 
is positive and statistically significant (B = 0.092, p = 0.015), indicating that the relationship between childhood 
family attachment and childhood physical abuse varies across gender. The overall regression model is statistically 
significant (F = 15.825, p < 0.001), indicating that the predictors jointly explain variation in childhood physical 

Variable B Std. Error p-value

Constant 3.03 0.262  < 0.001

CFA -0.298 0.052  < 0.001

Gender 0.262 0.086 0.002

CFA × Gender 0.092 0.038 0.015

R 0.321

R2 0.103

Adjusted R2 0.097

Std. Error of Estimate 0.800

F-statistic 15.825  < 0.001

Table 7.  Coefficients.

 

Variable VIF

CFA 1.029

Gender 1.011

CFA*G 1.026

Table 6.  Variance inflation factor.

 

CPA PA Gender PA x Gender

Pearson Correlation

CPA 1 − 0.268 0.159 0.065

PA − 0.268 1 − 0.087 0.149

Gender 0.159 − 0.087 1 − 0.069

PA x Gender 0.065 0.149 − 0.069 1

Sig. (1-tailed)

CPA .  < .001  < .001 0.093

PA 0 . 0.039 0.001

Gender 0.001 0.039 . 0.08

PA x Gender 0.093 0.001 0.08 .

Table 5.  Pearson correlation matrix.

 

N Range Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Deviation

CFA 416 4 1 5 4.34 0.77

Gender 416 1 1 2 1.31 0.46

CPA 416 4 1 5 2.07 0.84

Table 4.  Descriptive statistics.
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abuse. The model accounts for 10.3% of the variance (R2 = 0.103), with an adjusted R2 of 0.097. The standard 
error of the estimate is 0.800.

The estimated regression model is given by:

	 ĈPA = 3.030 − 0.298 (PA) + 0.262 (Gender) + 0.092 (PA × Gender) 

The interaction term indicates that the effect of parental attachment on childhood physical abuse differs across 
gender groups. Specifically, the negative effect of parental attachment is stronger for males (B = − 0.206) compared 
to females (B = − 0.114), suggesting that parental attachment plays a more protective role against childhood 
physical abuse among males than females.

Independent samples t-test
Table 8 shows the independent samples t-test results that indicate a significant gender difference in childhood 
physical abuse (CPA), with females reporting higher levels (M = 2.274, SD = 0.898) compared to males (M = 1.983, 
SD = 0.802), p = 0.001, with a small to moderate effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.349). In contrast, no significant gender 
difference was found in parental attachment (PA), as males (M = 4.383, SD = 0.728) and females (M = 4.238, 
SD = 0.854) reported similar levels, t = 1.771, p = 0.077, with a small effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.189). The findings 
suggest that gender is associated with differences in childhood physical abuse but not in parental attachment.

Moderation analysis
The interaction between childhood family attachment (CFA) and gender was statistically significant (B = 0.092, 
p = 0.015), indicating that gender moderates the relationship between childhood family attachment and 
childhood physical abuse (CPA). Figure 2 illustrates this interaction effect. For both males and females, CPA 
decreases as CFA increases; however, the decline is steeper among males than females. Across both low and 
high levels of CFA, females reported higher levels of CPA than males, suggesting that the protective influence of 
family attachment differs across gender groups.

To further interpret the interaction effect, a simple slope analysis was conducted, and the results are presented 
in Table 9. For males, CFA had a negative and statistically significant effect on CPA (β =  − 0.206, p = 0.001), 
indicating that stronger family attachment is associated with substantially lower levels of childhood physical 
abuse. In contrast, although the relationship was also negative among females (β =  − 0.114), the effect was not 

Fig. 2.  Interaction analysis.

 

Variable Gender Mean SD p-value Cohen’s d

CPA
Male 1.983 0.802 0.001 0.349

Female 2.274 0.898

CFA
Male 4.383 0.728 0.077 0.189

Female 4.238 0.854

Table 8.  Independent samples t-test for gender differences.
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statistically significant (p = 0.174). These findings suggest that childhood family attachment serves as a stronger 
protective factor against childhood physical abuse among males than females.

Discussion
The findings of this study provide deeper insight into the protective role of childhood family attachment in 
shaping experiences of childhood physical abuse, while also highlighting important gender-based differences 
in this relationship. Consistent with attachment theory, higher levels of childhood family attachment are 
associated with lower levels of physical abuse, underscoring the importance of secure emotional bonds, 
parental responsiveness, and a supportive family environment. Families characterised by warmth, trust, and 
open communication are more likely to adopt constructive discipline strategies and effective conflict resolution, 
thereby reducing children’s exposure to harsh or abusive practices. These findings are supported by previous 
research. Zhai et al.26 showed that the relationship between childhood maltreatment and child depression is 
partly explained by the quality of attachment with both fathers and mothers, reinforcing the role of parental 
attachment as a key protective mechanism. Similarly, Thompson et al.38 found that stronger attachment between 
children and their birth parents reduces dissociative symptoms, with this effect operating through caregiver–
child attachment and placement stability. Together, these studies align with the present findings by demonstrating 
that secure attachment relationships play a critical role in buffering children against adverse psychological and 
behavioural outcomes.

Thus, in contexts where hierarchical parent–child relationships are emphasised, the presence of secure 
attachment may play a particularly important protective role by moderating the expression of parental authority 
and reducing the likelihood of harsh disciplinary practices. This is consistent with Wilke and Baker39, who found 
that parental warmth and children’s moral self-influence each other over time. Specifically, warm parenting 
promotes stronger moral values in children, while children with a stronger moral self tend to elicit greater 
parental warmth. In contrast, parental harshness does not show significant long-term effects on children’s moral 
development. This further suggests that positive parent–child emotional bonds not only reduce the risk of harsh 
discipline but also contribute to reciprocal developmental processes that strengthen prosocial functioning over 
time39.

According to Bisman and Ahmad40, in the Malaysian sociocultural context, family relationships are strongly 
shaped by collectivist values that emphasise filial piety, respect for parental authority, and the maintenance of 
family harmony. Within such contexts, disciplinary practices, including physical punishment, may be more 
socially accepted as part of normative parenting. However, strong emotional attachment within the family may 
mitigate these practices by fostering empathy, communication, and mutual understanding between parents and 
children. This perspective is supported by Bisman and Ahmad40, who highlight that parenting styles play a 
crucial role in shaping personality development, with supportive and responsive parenting contributing to more 
positive developmental outcomes. This study extends existing literature by demonstrating that the protective role 
of family attachment operates within the Malaysian cultural context, where parenting practices are influenced by 
both traditional cultural norms and evolving contemporary social expectations.

The significant effect of gender in the present study indicates that childhood physical abuse is not experienced 
uniformly by boys and girls. Meng and D’Arcy41 likewise reported that childhood abuse is strongly associated 
with gender and that men and women differ in their mental health outcomes later in life. These differences may 
reflect gendered socialisation practices, cultural norms, and parental expectations that influence disciplinary 
approaches. In Malaysia, gender roles are often influenced by traditional norms that encourage boys to exhibit 
toughness and independence, while girls are expected to be more compliant and emotionally restrained42. These 
expectations may shape parental disciplinary strategies, with boys more likely to experience physical punishment 
as a means of behavioural control. In many contexts, boys are more likely to be subjected to stricter or more 
physical discipline due to beliefs that they require firmer control or are more prone to behavioural problems. In 
contrast, girls may be more exposed to non-physical forms of maltreatment, such as emotional or psychological 
abuse, which are not fully captured by measures of physical abuse. This perspective is consistent with Liu et 
al.43, who found that girls are more emotionally affected by physical neglect and abuse, particularly in how they 
understand and express their emotions. These patterns help explain why gender emerges as an independent 
predictor of childhood physical abuse in the model.

Most importantly, the significant interaction between childhood family attachment and gender indicates 
that the protective effect of family attachment operates differently for males and females. The stronger buffering 
effect observed among males suggests that high levels of family attachment substantially reduce the likelihood of 
physical abuse for boys. Within this context, the stronger protective effect of family attachment observed among 
boys may reflect the capacity of secure emotional bonds to counterbalance culturally endorsed harsh discipline 
practices directed at males. One possible explanation is that secure attachment helps reduce externalising 
behaviours among boys, which are often cited as triggers for physical punishment. In addition, strong emotional 
bonds may encourage parents to respond to boys with greater empathy and support, counteracting traditional 
norms that legitimise harsher discipline. However, this gendered pattern appears to be context-dependent. 

Gender Slope Coefficient (β) p-value

Male  − 0.206 0.001

Female  − 0.114 0.174

Table 9.  Slope analysis.
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Wang44 showed that fathers’ harsh parenting is explicitly linked to boys’ aggressive behaviour, whereas mothers’ 
harsh parenting is associated with verbal aggression in both boys and girls. This suggests that parental roles 
and gender-specific parenting practices may shape how attachment translates into protection against abuse. 
These findings suggest that attachment theory may operate differently across cultural and gendered contexts, 
highlighting the need to consider sociocultural norms when examining the mechanisms through which 
attachment influences child maltreatment.

Conclusion
This study provides empirical evidence on the protective role of childhood family attachment in reducing 
experiences of childhood physical abuse among emerging adults. Consistent with attachment theory, the results 
demonstrate that stronger childhood family attachment is associated with lower levels of childhood physical 
abuse, highlighting the importance of secure emotional bonds, parental responsiveness, and a supportive family 
environment in shaping children’s early life experiences. Beyond this direct relationship, the findings reveal that 
gender plays a significant role in childhood physical abuse, both as an independent predictor and as a moderator. 
The interaction effect shows that the protective influence of childhood family attachment is stronger for males 
than for females, suggesting that secure attachment relationships are particularly effective in buffering boys 
against physical abuse. This gendered pattern underscores that childhood physical abuse is not experienced 
uniformly and that the mechanisms through which family attachment operates differ across genders. Thus, 
this study contributes to the literature by demonstrating that childhood family attachment remains a crucial 
protective factor well into emerging adulthood, while also emphasising the need to consider gender-specific 
pathways in understanding and preventing childhood physical abuse.

The findings offer several important policy implications for child welfare, family development, and violence 
prevention. First, policies and intervention programmes should prioritise strengthening family attachment and 
parenting practices from early childhood. Parenting education programmes that promote emotional warmth, 
positive communication, and non-violent discipline strategies can play a critical role in reducing the risk of 
physical abuse. Such programmes should be integrated into existing family and community services, particularly 
for families identified as at risk. Second, the significant role of gender suggests that gender-sensitive prevention 
strategies are essential. Policies should recognise that boys and girls may experience and respond to physical 
abuse differently. For example, interventions targeting boys may focus on managing externalising behaviours 
through positive reinforcement and emotional regulation, while ensuring that parents are supported in adopting 
empathetic, non-violent disciplinary approaches. At the same time, policies should not overlook girls, who may 
experience other forms of maltreatment that are less visible but equally harmful. Third, child protection agencies 
and schools should incorporate attachment-informed frameworks in their assessment and prevention efforts. 
Early identification of weak family attachment can serve as a warning signal for potential abuse, allowing timely 
intervention before maltreatment escalates. Strengthening collaboration between schools, healthcare providers, 
and social services can further enhance the effectiveness of such preventive measures.

Limitations and suggestions for future research
Despite its contributions, this study has several limitations that should be considered when interpreting the 
findings. First, the study relies on self-reported and retrospective data. Respondents were asked to recall their 
childhood experiences during emerging adulthood, which may not always be accurate. Memories can fade or 
change over time, and some respondents may be unwilling to report sensitive experiences such as physical abuse. 
As a result, the levels of childhood physical abuse and family attachment may be underreported or overreported. 
Second, the study’s cross-sectional design limits the ability to identify cause-and-effect relationships. Although 
the findings show a clear association between childhood family attachment and childhood physical abuse, the 
study cannot confirm whether weak family attachment leads to higher abuse or whether abusive experiences 
weaken attachment. Longitudinal data would allow researchers to observe changes over time and better establish 
causal pathways. Third, the sample’s gender distribution is unbalanced. This imbalance may affect the accuracy 
of gender comparisons and limit the generalisability of the findings. Some gender differences observed in the 
study may be due to unequal sample sizes rather than actual differences in experience. Fourth, the study focuses 
only on childhood physical abuse. Other forms of maltreatment, such as emotional abuse, psychological abuse, 
and neglect, were not examined. These forms of abuse may be more common, especially among females, and 
may also be closely linked to family attachment. Excluding them may underestimate the full impact of childhood 
adversity. Fifth, cultural and social factors were not directly included in the analysis. Parenting styles, discipline 
practices, and views on physical punishment differ across cultures and social contexts. Without considering 
these factors, the findings may not fully apply to other populations or cultural settings. Finally, demographic 
variables such as household income, parental education, and residential area were not included as potential 
variables in the regression models, which may have influenced childhood physical abuse.

Future research should address these limitations. Longitudinal studies are recommended to track children 
and families over time and better understand how family attachment affects the risk of abuse across different 
stages of development. Future studies should also include multiple forms of childhood maltreatment to provide 
a more complete understanding of adverse childhood experiences. In addition, examining attachment to 
different caregivers, such as mothers and fathers, may help explain how specific parental roles influence abuse 
risk. Researchers should also consider cultural, socioeconomic, and family context factors, as these may shape 
parenting behaviour and attachment patterns. Besides, using larger, more representative samples would improve 
the generalisability of the findings and support the development of more effective and inclusive prevention 
policies. Future research may also consider incorporating additional demographic factors to further examine 
their potential influence on childhood physical abuse.
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