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Objective: This study aimed to examine the role of attachment styles and childhood
trauma in predicting tobacco use tendency, emphasizing the mediating role of
personality organization among young adults.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted on 200 university
students and young adult tobacco users aged 18-30 in Tehran in 2025, selected via
convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(CTQ), Adult Attachment Styles Questionnaire, and Personality Organization
Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, and
path analysis in SPSS 26 and AMOS 24.

Findings: Childhood trauma ($=0.34), avoidant attachment (f=0.21), and anxious
attachment ($=0.28) had significant positive direct effects on tobacco use tendency,
while secure attachment (B=—0.23) and personality organization (B=—0.35) had
significant negative direct effects. Childhood trauma and insecure attachment styles
also predicted tobacco use indirectly through lower personality organization. The
model demonstrated acceptable fit indices (y*/df=1.71, RMSEA=0.054, CFI=0.95).
Conclusion: The findings indicate that adverse childhood experiences and insecure
attachment styles can increase the risk of tobacco use tendency through weakened
personality organization, whereas secure attachment and integrated personality
organization function as protective factors. Strengthening personality organization and
fostering secure attachment could serve as key targets for tobacco use prevention and
intervention programs.

Keywords: Childhood trauma,; Attachment styles; Personality organization; Tobacco
use tendency, Mediation
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Tobacco use remains a major public health concern globally, contributing significantly to the
burden of preventable diseases, including cardiovascular, respiratory, and oncological disorders. The
initiation and persistence of tobacco consumption are complex phenomena influenced by a combination
of biological, psychological, and social factors, among which early childhood experiences and attachment
styles play a pivotal role (Schindler & Broning, 2014). Exposure to adverse childhood experiences (ACEs),
such as physical, emotional, or sexual abuse and neglect, disrupts the development of secure attachment
bonds and increases the risk of maladaptive coping behaviors, including substance and tobacco use later
in life (de With, 2024; Topchoglu, 2024). Evidence suggests that individuals with insecure attachment styles
are more prone to adopt risky and maladaptive behaviors as a means of regulating negative affect, often
resorting to nicotine use as an emotion regulation strategy (Gerra, 2021; Lewis, 2020).

A substantial body of research has confirmed that childhood trauma constitutes one of the strongest
predictors of tobacco use across the lifespan. Children who grow up in emotionally neglectful or abusive
environments often develop maladaptive emotional regulation patterns and low self-efficacy, making
them more susceptible to nicotine dependence in adolescence and adulthood (Fuchshuber, 2020a; Nakhoul,
2020). Neuropsychoanalytic studies further highlight that early trauma can impair neurobiological systems
involved in reward processing and impulse control, thereby increasing the risk of substance use behaviors
(Fuchshuber, 2020b). For instance, a study revealed that childhood trauma was significantly associated with
increased cigarette consumption among patients with psychotic disorders, even after controlling for
demographic and clinical confounders (de With, 2024). Such findings underscore the notion that childhood
trauma operates as a key vulnerability factor contributing to tobacco use tendency.

In parallel, attachment styles have been widely recognized as foundational frameworks guiding
interpersonal relationships and emotion regulation strategies. Secure attachment, which typically develops
from responsive and supportive early caregiving, is associated with adaptive coping strategies and
resilience against stress, whereas insecure attachment (avoidant or anxious) is linked to emotion
dysregulation and maladaptive coping behaviors, including substance and tobacco use (Crittenden & Landini,
2011; Macklem, 2015). Empirical studies have consistently shown that individuals with avoidant or anxious
attachment are more likely to engage in smoking behaviors as a means of suppressing negative emotions
or alleviating internal tension (Karami & Rezaei, 2020; Yilmaz et al., 2022). Moreover, research indicates that
traumatic childhood experiences significantly increase the likelihood of developing insecure attachment
patterns in adulthood, thereby indirectly fostering the risk of addictive behaviors such as tobacco use (J.
Duncan, 2024; Yilmaz, 2022).

Another critical construct relevant to these pathways is personality organization, which refers to
the degree of structural integration of identity, emotional stability, and interpersonal functioning (Kernberg,
2016). According to the object relations theory of Otto Kernberg, personality organization can be
conceptualized along a continuum from healthy to neurotic and borderline levels, and it is profoundly
shaped by early adverse experiences and attachment dynamics (Clarkin et al., 2020). Weak personality
organization impairs self-regulation and impulse control, making individuals more vulnerable to engaging
in risky behaviors, including tobacco use (Burgkart, 2022). Indeed, research has shown that individuals with
borderline or impaired personality organization are significantly more likely to develop substance use



disorders, and this relationship is partially mediated by insecure attachment patterns (Mohammadpour &
Khani, 2022; Rafiei et al., 2022). Conversely, individuals with well-integrated personality organization are
more capable of regulating emotions adaptively and less prone to maladaptive coping behaviors such as
smoking (Aminzadeh & Shah-Hosseini, 2019).

Recent evidence highlights the mediating role of personality organization in the association
between childhood trauma, attachment styles, and addictive behaviors. For example, a study found that
childhood trauma predicted higher tobacco use through its negative impact on personality organization
(Turliue, 2024). Similarly, insecure attachment styles were positively associated with substance use
tendencies, and this relationship was largely explained by lower levels of personality organization
(Topchoglu, 2024). Interventions based on intensive short-term psychodynamic psychotherapy have been
shown to enhance personality organization and reduce addictive behaviors (Kianfarid et al., 2023; Rafiei et al.,
2022). Taken together, these findings suggest that personality organization may serve as a crucial
mediating mechanism through which early adverse experiences and insecure attachment styles contribute
to the development of tobacco use tendencies.

Based on this theoretical and empirical background, the present study aimed to investigate the role
of attachment styles and childhood trauma in predicting the tendency to use tobacco, while examining the
mediating role of personality organization among young adults.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of
university students and young adults aged 18—30 who were current tobacco users (including cigarettes,
hookah, and other nicotine products) living in Tehran in 2025. A sample size of 200 participants was
determined based on Cochran’s formula and prior related studies, and convenience sampling was used.
Inclusion criteria were willingness to participate, the ability to complete questionnaires, and current
tobacco use, while exclusion criteria included severe psychiatric disorders, concurrent use of illegal drugs
without tobacco use, and incomplete questionnaire data.

Data collection tools included:

(1) the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), which measures five subscales (physical abuse,
emotional abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, physical neglect) on a five-point Likert scale;

(2) the Adult Attachment Styles Questionnaire by Schwier, measuring secure, avoidant, and
anxious attachment styles on a 5-point Likert scale;

(3) a Personality Organization Questionnaire assessing eight dimensions of health-related
personality organization (physical functioning, social functioning, role limitations due to physical or
emotional problems, mental health, vitality, bodily pain, and general health).

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, minimum, maximum),
Pearson correlation analysis, and path analysis with SPSS version 26 and AMOS version 24.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated moderate levels of childhood trauma (M=42.37, SD=8.26), secure
attachment (M=31.58, SD=6.72), avoidant attachment (M=28.46, SD=5.93), anxious attachment
(M=30.12, SD=6.14), personality organization (M=62.49, SD=9.51), and tobacco use tendency
(M=48.83, SD=7.68) among participants.
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Pearson correlation analyses showed that childhood trauma had a significant positive correlation
with tobacco use tendency (r=.52, p<.001) and a significant negative correlation with personality
organization (r=—44, p<.001). Secure attachment was positively correlated with personality organization
(r=.49, p<.001) and negatively correlated with tobacco use tendency (r=—29, p=.003). In contrast, both
avoidant and anxious attachment were positively correlated with tobacco use tendency (r=.36 and r=.42,
respectively; both p<.001).

The structural model demonstrated good fit indices (¥?/df=1.71, GFI=.93, AGFI=91, CFI=.95,
TLI=.94, RMSEA=.054). Path analysis revealed that childhood trauma (f=.34), avoidant attachment
(B=.21), and anxious attachment (3=.28) had significant positive direct effects on tobacco use tendency,
while secure attachment (f=—23) and personality organization (p=—35) had significant negative direct
effects. Furthermore, childhood trauma and insecure attachment styles showed significant indirect effects
on tobacco use through personality organization, confirming its mediating role.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study revealed that childhood trauma and insecure attachment styles (avoidant
and anxious) significantly predicted higher tendencies toward tobacco use, while secure attachment was
associated with lower tobacco use tendency. Furthermore, personality organization significantly mediated
the relationships between childhood trauma, attachment styles, and tobacco use tendency. These results
align with prior studies emphasizing that early adverse experiences and insecure attachment patterns are
critical risk factors for addictive behaviors, including nicotine use (de With, 2024; Fuchshuber, 2020a; Karami
& Rezaei, 2020; Nakhoul, 2020; Yilmaz et al., 2022).

The positive association between childhood trauma and tobacco use tendency supports prior
findings that early exposure to abuse and neglect disrupts emotional regulation and impulse control
systems, increasing vulnerability to nicotine dependence (Fuchshuber, 2020b; Gerra, 2021). Similarly, the
significant links between insecure attachment styles and tobacco use are consistent with studies showing
that avoidant and anxious individuals often rely on smoking to suppress or manage negative emotions and
interpersonal stress (J. Duncan, 2024; Lewis, 2020).

Crucially, the mediating role of personality organization highlights its importance as a structural
psychological mechanism. Individuals with weaker personality organization may exhibit identity
diffusion, poor emotional regulation, and impaired interpersonal functioning, which make them more
likely to adopt maladaptive coping strategies such as smoking (Burgkart, 2022; Mohammadpour & Khani, 2022).
Conversely, secure attachment and integrated personality organization can serve as protective factors that
enhance resilience against substance use behaviors (Aminzadeh & Shah-Hosseini, 2019; Rafiei et al., 2022).

Overall, these findings suggest that prevention and intervention efforts targeting tobacco use
should address early trauma histories, promote secure attachment development, and strengthen personality
organization. Psychotherapeutic interventions aimed at enhancing emotional regulation, identity
coherence, and interpersonal functioning may be particularly effective in reducing the risk of tobacco use
among at-risk youth and young adults.
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