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A B S T R A C T

Childhood maltreatment stemming from dysfunctional parenting is a well-established risk factor for suicidal 
ideation. In turn, dysfunctional parenting has been linked to an increased tendency to develop hostility, which 
often relates to self-directed aggression and suicide. However, the interactive role of hostility in shaping the 
relationship between dysfunctional parenting and suicidal ideation remains largely understudied, as do the 
distinct contributions of maternal and paternal dysfunctional parenting to these associations. The present cross- 
sectional study sought to address these gaps by investigating the moderating role of hostility in the association 
between maternal and paternal dysfunctional parenting and suicidal ideation in a large sample of young adults 
(N = 683, 539 F). Moderation analyses showed that, in individuals with greater paternal dysfunctional parenting, 
higher levels of hostility were associated with greater suicidal ideation, whereas lower levels of hostility were 
linked to reduced suicidal ideation. Among those with greater maternal dysfunctional parenting, only the 
mitigating role of lower hostility levels on suicidal ideation remained significant. Given that dysfunctional 
parenting is a maladaptive interpersonal dynamic and that hostility exacerbates broader interpersonal diffi
culties, these findings underscore the critical role of the social domain in shaping suicidal ideation. Clinical 
interventions that target hostility in young adults with a history of dysfunctional parenting may be effective in 
mitigating suicide risk.

1. Introduction

Suicidal ideation (i.e., ideations related to self-inflicted harm with some 
intention to die) represents a global public health concern, especially 
among adolescents and emerging adults. Indeed, among these populations, 
suicide is recognized as the second most common cause of death among 
youths (Curtin et al., 2018). These data, as well as the increased demand for 
psychological support, have been rising at an alarming rate (Center for 
Collegiate Mental Health, 2015). Given the substantial burden and the 
steady rise in suicidal ideation, researchers over the past few decades have 
devoted significant resources to identifying potential suicide risk factors. 
The literature has highlighted groups of people who are particularly 
vulnerable, such as specific sociodemographic groups or individuals with 
certain psychological, biological, and genetic characteristics (Favril et al., 

2022; Oquendo et al., 2014). For example, suicide has been conceptualized 
as a phenomenon related to hopelessness (Kovacs and Garrison, 1985), 
emotion dysregulation (Brown, 2006), self-directed anger and hostility 
(Hawkins et al., 2014a, 2014b), perceived burdensomeness, thwarted 
belongingness (Joiner, 2005; Van Orden et al., 2005), defeat, entrapment, 
and low social support (Heikkinen et al., 1993; Miller et al., 2015). 
Furthermore, various forms of the diathesis-stress model have been put 
forward, which mainly suggest that suicidal ideation occur due to 
vulnerability derived from predisposing features (e.g., sociodemographic 
and adverse rearing environment) and stressors (e.g., a negative event). 
Particularly, key vulnerabilities include bio-environmental characteristics 
(e.g., sex, maltreatment), alcohol and substance use (Lamis et al., 2010, 
2014), and psychological vulnerabilities (e.g., mental distress, depression, 
and other mental health disorders).
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Childhood maltreatment — defined as stressful and traumatic events 
that occur repeatedly and cumulatively within specific relationships and 
contexts, which are in most cases perpetrated by parents or other 
caregivers (Massullo et al., 2023) — has been identified as one of the 
major early environmental vulnerability factors for suicidal ideation in 
adulthood (Angelakis et al., 2019, 2020; Bruffaerts et al., 2010). Most 
studies have focused on childhood maltreatment in general terms, 
without distinguishing the specific role of dysfunctional parenting. 
However, dysfunctional parenting — encompassing a range of mal
adaptive behaviors such as abuse, indifference, and overprotection by a 
parental figure (Parker et al., 1997) — has been shown to contribute to a 
variety of psychopathological symptoms (Adenzato et al., 2019; Rowell 
and Neal-Barnett, 2022), emotional vulnerability (Farina et al., 2021), 
and suicidality risk (Adam et al., 1994; Heider et al., 2008; Steinhoff 
et al., 2020). Dysfunctional parenting shares similarities with other 
forms of maltreatment but is particularly potent in shaping long-term 
psychological outcomes (e.g., Carbone et al., 2025; Chambers et al., 
2004; Clemens et al., 2019; Strathearn et al., 2020). Although these 
behaviors within the caregiving environment may be less extreme and 
less easily identifiable as traumatic events compared to childhood 
maltreatment, often limited to physical abuse, they can still profoundly 
impact an individual's emotional and psychological functioning (e.g., 
Adenzato et al., 2019; Farina et al., 2021; Parker et al., 1997).

Several mechanisms have been proposed to explain how childhood 
maltreatment stemming from dysfunctional parenting increases suicide 
risk. While much of the literature on this topic refers to the broader 
concept of childhood maltreatment, it is important to note that parents 
typically perpetrate the majority of these experiences. These mecha
nisms include increased vulnerability to depression (Boyraz et al., 
2015), greater engagement in health risk behaviors (e.g., alcohol and 
drug use; Hussey et al., 2006), difficulties in emotion regulation, 
heightened anger and hostility (Boyraz et al., 2015; Brodsky et al., 2001; 
Khan et al., 2015), and instability in social relationships (Paradis and 
Boucher, 2019). Among these mechanisms linking dysfunctional 
parenting with suicidal ideation, the development of anger and hostility 
stands out as a particularly maladaptive consequence of childhood 
maltreatment (Allen, 2011; Moore et al., 2020; Richey et al., 2014; Roy, 
2001; Teicher et al., 2022; Zhu et al., 2020). Particularly, hostility is 
defined as the tendency to interpret another person's intentions as 
harmful under ambiguous circumstances and involves cognitive (e.g., 
negative thoughts, resentment), affective (e.g., negative emotions, 
including anger), and behavioral components (i.e., verbal and physical 
aggression) (Contardi et al., 2016). Hostility has been proposed to arise 
from dysfunctional parenting through several pathways (Martinelli 
et al., 2018). First, individuals exposed to such environments may 
experience persistent hostility and anger due to maltreatment, coupled 
with an inability to effectively cope with these emotions (Dickerson 
et al., 2018; Win et al., 2021). Indeed, children who experience 
dysfunctional parenting often receive little guidance in identifying, 
understanding, or managing their emotions, particularly anger (Gruhn 
and Compas, 2020; Weissman et al., 2019). As a result, they may 
develop a heightened propensity for reactive aggression and hostile 
affect, given the lack of alternative emotion regulation strategies. These 
difficulties with emotion regulation are linked to both externalizing 
behaviors, such as aggression, and internalizing outcomes, including 
suicidal ideation (Heleniak et al., 2016; Van Meter et al., 2020; Zhou 
et al., 2024). Second, frequent exposure to maltreatment by primary 
caregivers may, through modeling, reinforce the belief that expressing 
hostility is a necessary strategy for addressing life's challenges (Fagan, 
2020; Logan and Graham-Bermann, 1999; Zhu et al., 2020). Indeed, 
children learn social behaviors by observing and internalizing the ac
tions of attachment figures; when parents frequently respond to stress, 
conflict, or interpersonal problems with hostility, children may come to 
perceive such responses as normative or necessary for self-protection 
and conflict resolution (Björkqvist and Österman, 1992; Groh et al., 
2017; Masud et al., 2019; Logan and Graham-Bermann, 1999; Nelson 

et al., 2018; Kuppens et al., 2013). This modeling can be especially 
powerful when aggression is directed toward the child, as it not only 
communicates that hostility is an acceptable interpersonal strategy but 
may also foster a perception of the world as unsafe and others as 
threatening. Third, dysfunctional parenting may disrupt the develop
ment of cognitive schemas and beliefs about the self and others (Azadfar 
et al., 2025; Pilkington et al., 2021a; Zheng et al., 2022). Victims of 
parental maltreatment often develop maladaptive core beliefs, such as 
“others will hurt me” or “I must defend myself”, which can foster a 
hypervigilant and mistrustful interpersonal style. Over time, these dis
torted cognitions not only fuel interpersonal conflict but can also turn 
inward, contributing to self-critical thoughts and suicidal ideation 
(Pilkington et al., 2021a; Pilkington et al., 2021b).

Importantly, while hostility is generally considered outward-facing, 
it is also linked to self-directed aggression, suicidal ideation, and be
haviors (Brezo et al., 2006; Shneidman, 1969). In this context, among 
individuals reporting lifetime suicidal ideation, anger, and hostility 
were unique predictors of suicide attempts (Hawkins et al., 2014a, 
2014b). Overall, this aligns with theoretical models that conceptualize 
suicide as hostility turned inward. Indeed, recent developments in the 
interpersonal theory of suicide have described the role of hostility in 
increasing suicide risk (Hawkins et al., 2014a, 2014b; Joiner, 2005). 
Particularly, these frameworks suggest that hostility contributes to sui
cidal ideation by amplifying interpersonal conflicts and relationship 
difficulties, while simultaneously fostering a tendency toward self- 
directed harm, ultimately increasing one's capability for suicide. Given 
the documented relationship between dysfunctional parenting, the 
development of hostility, and their significant role in suicidal ideation, 
exploring these aspects might provide useful insights into the mecha
nisms underlying suicidal ideation risk and highlight potential targets 
for intervention.

Although the individual associations between dysfunctional 
parenting and suicidal ideation, dysfunctional parenting and hostility, 
and hostility and suicidal ideation are well-documented, the interactive 
role of hostility in shaping the relationship between dysfunctional 
parenting and suicidal ideation remains largely understudied. This is a 
critical gap, as hostility may serve not only as a consequence of early 
adverse experiences but also as a psychological amplifier that heightens 
the risk of suicidality among individuals exposed to dysfunctional 
caregiving environments. Specifically, hostility may intensify the 
emotional and interpersonal difficulties already engendered by 
dysfunctional parenting, thereby amplifying the likelihood of suicidal 
ideation. To date, only a few studies have begun to address this potential 
interplay. For instance, Roy (2001) found a strong positive correlation 
between hostility and childhood maltreatment perpetrated by parents in 
a sample of individuals with a history of suicide attempts. More recently, 
a cross-sectional study reported that aggression, particularly its hostility 
dimension, mediated the association between childhood abuse and 
suicidality in adolescents, underscoring the central role of hostility in 
the emergence of suicidal ideation among youth with a history of 
parental physical abuse (Peng et al., 2022). Although not focused 
exclusively on parental maltreatment, Keefe et al. (2020) reported that 
hostility mediated the association between experiences of sexual assault 
and suicidal ideation, suggesting that hostility may play a broader 
transdiagnostic role in the pathway from adversities to suicidality. These 
findings, though limited, underscore the need for more targeted research 
examining hostility as a potential factor shaping the link between 
dysfunctional parenting and suicidal ideation, particularly during sen
sitive developmental windows such as adolescence and early adulthood.

Furthermore, to date, the role and unique contribution of dysfunc
tional maternal and parental styles has not been explored in relation to 
suicidal ideation and/or hostility. Instead, much of the existing litera
ture (e.g., Angelakis et al., 2019; Ferraz et al., 2013; Roy, 2001) has 
either combined data from both parents or has focused exclusively on 
maternal parenting, often under the assumption that mothers play a 
more central role in child-rearing and development. This approach 

C. Dell'Acqua et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Journal of Aϱective Disorders 389 (2025) 119695 

2 



overlooks the potential for distinct and differential effects of maternal 
and paternal parenting on hostility and suicidal ideation. For example, 
maternal parenting appears to be more strongly associated with inter
nalizing symptoms, such as emotional dysregulation, whereas paternal 
parenting seems to have a greater influence on externalizing symptoms 
and behaviors, such as hostility (Barker et al., 2017; Kawabata et al., 
2011; Rinaldi and Howe, 2012; Tavassolie et al., 2016; Temmen and 
Crockett, 2021). Moreover, fathers' sensitivity and involvement in 
parenting, instead, may buffer against the negative behavioral impacts 
of maltreatment, potentially reducing the severity of externalizing 
symptoms (Yoon et al., 2022).

Taking this into consideration, the present study sought to address 
these gaps by investigating the moderating role of hostility in the as
sociation between dysfunctional parenting (analyzed separately for 
mothers and fathers) and suicidal ideation. It was hypothesized that 
hostility would significantly moderate the association between 
dysfunctional parenting and suicidal ideation. Specifically, individuals 
exposed to higher levels of dysfunctional parenting combined with 
greater hostility were expected to exhibit higher suicidal ideation 
compared to those with similarly high dysfunctional parenting but lower 
hostility. Additionally, the examination of maternal and paternal 
dysfunctional parenting was exploratory, with no specific hypotheses 
formulated regarding their distinct contributions.

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

Recruitment occurred between November 2023 and November 
2024, resulting in a total of 683 participants (539 women; mean age ±
SD: 21.71 ± 2.87 years; age range: 18–34). completing an online survey. 
The survey was distributed through various digital channels, including 
social media platforms (e.g., Facebook, WhatsApp, Telegram), email 
lists, and personal networks. To be eligible, participants had to meet the 
following criteria: (i) age between 18 and 34, (ii) possess adequate 
proficiency in Italian, (iii) provide informed written consent, and (iv) 
pass an attentional check item (i.e., “please select response #2”). Data 
collection was conducted as part of a larger multicenter research project 
involving sites in the areas of the European University of Rome, Uni
versity of Padua, and University of Turin, examining endophenotypes 
and risk factors associated with depression (PRIN Project 20228P4H2K, 
funded by the Italian Ministry of Universities and Research) and a sub
sample of this data has been previously published (Farina et al., 2025). 
The study procedures were approved by the Ethics Committee of all the 
involved institutions (University of Padua: protocol n. 220-c, University 
of Turin: protocol n. 0640237, European University of Rome: protocol n. 
12/2023) and adhered to the ethical principles outlined in the Decla
ration of Helsinki.

2.2. Psychological measures

The main measures of interest of the current study were dysfunc
tional parenting (maternal and paternal), hostility, and SI. To assess 
dysfunctional parenting, the Measure of Parental Style (MOPS; Parker 
et al., 1997; Picardi et al., 2013) was employed. The MOPS is a 30-item 
self-report measure that separately assesses maternal (15 items) and 
paternal (15 items) parental styles during the first 16 years of life. It is 
the revised version of the Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker et al., 
1979), in which items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale (from “not true 
at all” to “extremely true” i.e., from 0 to 3). Higher scores indicate higher 
levels of self-reported dysfunctional parenting. In this sample, the in
ternal consistency of both maternal and paternal MOPS scales was good 
(MOPS maternal, Cronbach's alpha = 0.89; MOPS paternal, Cronbach's 
alpha = 0.91).

According to previous reports, (Bersani et al., 2022a; Favaro and 
Santonastaso, 1997; Milos et al., 2004; Miotto et al., 2003) suicidal 

ideation was investigated using the sum score of items #9 (“over the last 
week how much you suffered from thoughts of ending your life”) and #39 
(“over the last week how much you suffered from thoughts of death or dying”) 
of the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI-SI; Derogatis, 1993), i.e. a self- 
report questionnaire designed to investigate general psychopathology 
during the previous week. Items are rated on a four-point Likert scale 
(from 0 = not at all to 4 = extremely), with higher values indicating 
higher severity of suicidal ideation. A cut score of ≥4 is often used for 
detecting clinical levels of suicidal ideation. The Cronbach's α of BSI-SI 
in our sample was 0.87.

The 5-item (i.e., #6, #13, #40, #41, #46) hostility (HOS) subscale of 
the BSI (e.g., “over the last week how much you felt easily annoyed or 
irritated” (item #6); “over the last week how much you had temper outbursts 
that you could not control” (item #13) (Derogatis and Melisaratos, 1983), 
was used to assess levels of aggression-related thoughts, feelings and 
behaviors during the previous week (Bersani et al., 2022b). Internal 
consistency for this scale was satisfactory (i.e., Cronbach's alpha = 0.81).

The 5-item depression (DEP) subscale of the BSI was also used to 
assess depressive symptoms severity levels. Internal consistency for this 
scale was satisfactory (i.e., Cronbach's alpha = 0.86).

Lastly, the dichotomous (i.e., 0 = “no”; 1 = “yes”) item#3 of the 
Adverse Childhood Experiences International Questionnaire (ACE-IQ- 
10; Felitti et al., 1998) was administered to evaluate sexual abuse, since 
it is not included in the MOPS, and a previous report (Keefe et al., 2020) 
detected hostility as a mediator between sexual assault and suicidal 
ideation.

Participants were also asked to provide the following sociodemo
graphic and clinical data: age, biological sex, educational level, occu
pation, marital status, tobacco use, engagement in psychotherapy in the 
past year, use of psychiatric medications and illicit substances (i.e., 
cannabis, cocaine or amphetamines, heroin or other opiates, and/or 
other illicit substances) in the past two weeks. Moreover, the frequency 
of alcohol use was assessed with the first item (i.e., “How often do you 
have a drink containing alcohol?”) of the Alcohol Use Disorders Identifi
cation Test (AUDIT#1; World Health Organization et al., ↱2001).

2.3. Statistical analyses

All analyses were performed using R Studio (Core Team, 2021). The 
relationships between the main variables of the study were assessed 
using Pearson's r correlation coefficient.

To determine whether dysfunctional parenting, hostility, and their 
interaction predicted SI, two linear models were conducted, one for each 
parent. In each model, BSI-SI was the dependent variable, while the 
predictor variables included the standardized score for hostility (i.e., 
BSI-HOST total score), the standardized score for dysfunctional 
parenting (maternal or paternal, in separate models), and their inter
action. The following covariates were included to control for potential 
confounding effects on SI: sex, childhood sexual abuse (i.e., item #3 of 
the ACE), engagement in psychotherapy in the past year, depressive 
symptoms (i.e., BSI-DEP total score), smoking status, age, education 
level, marital status, the other-parent dysfunctional parenting, alcohol 
use, illicit substances use in the past two weeks, and psychotropic 
medication use. Simple slope analyses were employed as post-hocs to 
probe significant interactions between the two continuous variables of 
interest.

3. Results

3.1. Sample characteristics and correlations

The socio-demographic and clinical data are shown in Table 1. 
Correlations among study variables are shown in Table 2. As expected, 
BSI-SI was associated with dysfunctional parenting (both maternal and 
paternal) and hostility. Moreover, hostility and dysfunctional parenting 
(both maternal and paternal) were also moderately correlated.

C. Dell'Acqua et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Journal of Aϱective Disorders 389 (2025) 119695 

3 



The results of the two main linear regression models are shown in 
Table 3. A significant interaction effect of paternal dysfunctional 
parenting and hostility emerged (See Fig. 1, Panel a). Simple slopes 
analyses revealed that the association between paternal dysfunctional 
parenting and SI was significant at both low and high levels of hostility 
(all ps < .001). At average levels of hostility, the relationship was not 
significant (p > .83). Specifically, higher levels of paternal dysfunctional 
parenting were associated with greater BSI-SI when hostility was high, 
whereas lower levels of hostility were linked to reduced BSI-SI among 
individuals with high levels of paternal dysfunctional parenting. Simi
larly, in the maternal model, a significant interaction effect of maternal 
dysfunctional parenting and hostility emerged (See Fig. 1, Panel b). 
Simple slopes analyses revealed that the association between maternal 
dysfunctional parenting and SI was significant at low levels of Hostility 
(p = .02), while it was not significant at high levels (p = .62) and average 
levels (p = .18) of hostility. Particularly, lower levels of hostility were 
linked to reduced BSI-SI among individuals with high levels of maternal 
dysfunctional parenting.

In addition to the main variables of interest, in both models, several 
demographic and clinical factors were associated with greater suicidal 
ideation. Specifically, male sex, being unmarried or not living with a 
romantic partner, a history of childhood sexual abuse, depressive 
symptoms severity, low smoking, and the use of psychotropic medica
tion were all significant predictors of BSI-SI.

4. Discussion

The main goal of this study was to explore the moderating role of 
hostility in the association between maternal and paternal dysfunctional 
parenting and suicidal ideation in a sample of young adults. The choice 

Table 1 
Socio-demographic and clinical data of the sample (N = 683).

Variables Descriptives

Females – N (%) 539 (79 %)
Age – M ± SD 21.71 ± 2.87
Occupation

Students – N (%) 633 (92 %)
Employed – N (%) 45 (6.5 %)
Unemployed – N (%) 8 (0.1 %)
Married or living with partner – N (%) 53 (8 %)

Education level
Middle school diploma or high school diploma – N (%) 476 (70 %)
Bachelor's degree – N (%) 174 (25 %)
Master's degree – N (%) 30 (4 %)
Doctorate degree – N (%) 6 (0.9 %)

Tobacco use – N (%) 257 (37 %)
Illicit substances use in the past two weeks – N (%) 82 (9.45 %)
Current psychiatric medication use – N (%) 62 (9 %)
MOPS maternal – M ± SD 8.63 ± 7.43
MOPS paternal – M ± SD 8.54 ± 8.61
Childhood sexual abuse (item #3 ACE-IQ) – N (%) 82 (12 %)
BSI-SI – M ± SD 0.86 ± 1.76
BSI-SI ≥ 4 – N (%) 72 (10.5 %)
Hostility (BSI-HOST) – M ± SD 0.85 ± 0.77
Depressive symptoms (BSI-DEP) – M ± SD 1.29 ± 0.93

Abbreviations: M = mean; SD = standard deviation; MOPS = Measure of 
Parental Style; ACE = Adverse Childhood Experiences International Question
naire; BSI-SI = Brief Symptom Inventory - Suicidal Ideation; BSI-HOST = Brief 
Symptom Inventory - Hostility; BSI-DEP = Brief Symptom Inventory – 
Depression.

Table 2 
Pearson's correlations among study variables.

1. 2. 3. 4.

1. BSI-SI –
2. BSI-HOST 0.42* –
3. MOPS maternal 0.27* 0.34* –
4. MOPS paternal 0.30* 0.33* 0.48* –

Abbreviations: BSI-SI = Brief Symptom Inventory - Suicidal Ideation; BSI-HOST 
= Brief Symptom Inventory - Hostility; MOPS = Measure of Parental Style.
Note. * p < .05.

Table 3 
Linear regression model testing the main and interactive effects of dysfunctional 
parenting and hostility in the prediction of suicidal ideation.

Predictor B (SE) t p

Model predicting Suicidal ideation from paternal Dysfunctional Parenting £
Hostility

BSI-HOST 0.06 (0.06) 1.03 .30
MOPS - paternal − 0.01 

(0.60)
− 0.22 .83

MOPS – paternal £ BSI-HOST 0.28 (0.04) 6.58 < 
0.001

Covariates
Sex (males vs. females) 0.42 (0.12) 3.50 < .001
Age − 0.01 

(0.02)
− 0.65 .52

Marital Status (single vs. married/living 
with partner)

0.40 (0.19) 2.12 0.03

Smoking − 0.22 
(0.11)

− 2.00 .05

Drinking (AUDIT item #1) 0.07 (0.05) 1.51 .13
Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 

bachelor's degree)
− 0.09 
(0.13)

− 0.68 0.50

Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 
master's degree)

− 0.34 
(0.28)

− 1.25 .21

Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 
doctorate degree)

0.09 (0.55) 0.16 .88

Sexual Abuse (ACE-IQ item #3) 0.14 (0.05) 2.68 .01
MOPS maternal − 0.02 

(0.06)
− 0.37 .70

Depressive symptoms (BSI-DEP) 1.00 (0.06) 16.70 < .001
Illicit substance use in the past two weeks − 0.06 

(0.16)
− 0.40 .70

Psychotherapy in the past year − 0.05 
(0.10)

− 0.45 .66

Current psychotropic medications 1.00 (0.18) 5.69 < .001

Model predicting Suicidal ideation from Maternal Dysfunctional Parenting £
Hostility

BSI-HOST 0.11 (0.06) 1.78 .08
MOPS - maternal − 0.08 

(0.06)
− 1.34 .18

MOPS – maternal £ BSI-HOST 0.12 (0.04) 2.67 .01
Covariates
Sex (males vs. females) 0.39 (0.12) 3.15 .002
Age − 0.02 

(0.02)
− 0.81 .42

Marital Status (single vs. married/living 
with partner)

0.48 (0.19) 2.50 .01

Smoking ¡0.23 
(0.11)

¡2.02 .04

Drinking (AUDIT item #1) 0.07 (0.05) 1.31 .19
Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 

bachelor's degree)
− 0.05 
(0.13)

− 0.37 .71

Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 
master's degree)

− 0.32 
(0.29)

− 1.12 .27

Education (middle/high school diploma vs. 
doctorate degree)

0.12 (0.57) 0.22 .83

Sexual Abuse (ACE-IQ item #3) 0.11 (0.05) 2.06 .04
MOPS paternal - 0.09 

(0.06)
1.50 .14

Depressive symptoms (BSI-DEP) 1.04 (0.06) 16.73 < .001
Illicit substance use in the past two weeks 0.00 (0.17) − 0.02 .99
Psychotherapy in the past year − 0.02 

(0.11)
− 0.15 .88

Current psychotropic medications 0.86 (0.18) 4.81 < .001

Note. B = unstandardized coefficient; SE = standard error; ACE-IQ = Adverse 
Childhood Experiences International Questionnaire; AUDIT = Alcohol Use Dis
orders Identification Test; MOPS = Measure of Parental Style; BSI-HOST = Brief 
Symptom Inventory - Hostility.
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to focus on young adults was motivated by the alarming rates of suicide, 
which are steadily increasing among young adults (Curtin et al., 2018; 
Van Meter et al., 2023). Hence, identifying potential contributing factors 
to this phenomenon is of relevance (Twenge et al., 2018). The presented 
findings revealed distinct effects for maternal and paternal dysfunc
tional parenting. Particularly, for paternal dysfunctional parenting, 
higher levels of hostility were associated with increased SI, while lower 
hostility was linked to reduced SI. For maternal dysfunctional parenting, 
higher levels of hostility did not yield any significant effect, while only 
reduced hostility appeared to influence the association, mitigating the 
risk of suicidal ideation.

First, these findings highlight the central role of the parent-child 
interaction and, ultimately, the social and interpersonal domain, in 
influencing suicidal ideation. Dysfunctional parenting, an inherently 
interpersonal factor, is known to foster hostility by modeling negative 
relational behaviors and creating prolonged experiences of frustration 
(Dickerson et al., 2018; Logan and Graham-Bermann, 1999; Martinelli 
et al., 2018; Win et al., 2021). Also, hostility is known to further exac
erbate aggressive tendencies (including self-aggressive tendencies), 
interpersonal difficulties, and intensifying feelings of social isolation 
(Loeb et al., 2021; Vranceanu et al., 2006). The results of the present 
study suggest that hostility may not simply be a consequence of 
dysfunctional parenting, but rather an amplifying factor in this dynamic. 
As a moderator, hostility appears to intensify the effects of dysfunctional 
parenting on suicidal ideation, potentially by exacerbating interpersonal 
difficulties and reinforcing maladaptive cognitive patterns, such as 
negative self-perceptions and interpersonal mistrust. Indeed, individuals 
with high levels of hostility may be more prone to experience inter
personal difficulties, such as conflict or rejection, which reinforce the 
belief that they do not belong or are a burden to others, factors that are 
highly related to suicidal ideation (Brown et al., 2019; Cawley et al., 
2019). Furthermore, hostility may impair the ability to develop and 
maintain supportive relationships, depriving individuals of this relevant 
protective factor against SI. Overall, this aligns with the interpersonal 
theory of suicide (Joiner, 2005), which emphasizes the central role of 
psycho-social features, such as isolation, in predicting suicidal ideation.

Additionally, the present findings indicate that when hostility is low, 
higher levels of both maternal and paternal dysfunctional parenting are 
associated with reduced suicidal ideation. This suggests that lower 
hostility may act as a protective factor, preventing the harmful effects of 
dysfunctional parenting from escalating into suicidal ideation. In
dividuals with lower hostility levels may be better able to maintain 
supportive relationships or reframe dysfunctional parenting in less 
maladaptive ways, thus reducing their vulnerability to suicidal 

thoughts. This is in line with research linking hostility with emotional 
regulation and interpersonal effectiveness (Contardi et al., 2016; Troy 
and Mauss, 2011).

On the other hand, average levels of hostility were not significantly 
related to the association between dysfunctional parenting and suicidal 
ideation. It is possible that average levels of hostility do not evoke the 
same emotional intensity or interpersonal conflict as high hostility, nor 
do they provide the protective buffer observed in individuals with lower 
hostility. In other words, average levels of hostility may reflect a state of 
emotional sensitivity, where individuals are affected by negative expe
riences, but not to the extent that it disrupts their ability to regulate 
emotions or cope with stressors in an efficient way. Therefore, it could 
be argued that both low and high hostility, rather than moderate levels, 
represent conditions that either buffer or amplify the influence of 
dysfunctional parenting on suicidal ideation.

Another interpretation of the current findings can be grounded in the 
diathesis-stress model, which suggests that individuals with certain 
predispositions, such as hostility, are more susceptible to the negative 
effects of environmental stressors (Rubinstein, 1986; Van Heeringen, 
2012; Zuckerman, 1999). In this framework, dysfunctional parenting 
may not only serve as a stressor but also model hostile cognitions and 
behaviors in vulnerable individuals. This process may exacerbate 
emotional dysregulation and interpersonal conflict, both of which are 
well-established risk factors for suicidal ideation. For example, hostile 
individuals may perceive maltreatment as more threatening or invalid
ating, further heightening their suicidal risk. Conversely, individuals 
with lower levels of hostility may present with greater adaptive coping 
mechanisms, enabling them to buffer against the adverse effects of 
dysfunctional parenting.

In this study, maternal and paternal dysfunctional parenting showed 
partially distinct patterns of the association between hostility and sui
cidal ideation. Specifically, paternal dysfunctional parenting appeared 
to have a stronger association with high levels of hostility in the pre
diction of suicidal ideation. These findings indicate that hostility might 
have a more central role in the dynamical relation between paternal, 
rather than maternal, dysfunctional parenting and suicidal ideation. One 
possible explanation for this is that fathers, in many cultural contexts, 
are more likely to be perceived as authority figures within the family 
dynamic, and thus their behaviors (especially negative or aggressive 
ones) may be more likely to model overt conflict or aggression, which is 
more strictly related to hostility (Klann et al., 2018). This aligns with 
prior research suggesting that fathers may have a more substantial in
fluence on the development of hostility, particularly through the 
modeling of conflictual or aggressive interpersonal dynamics (Barker 

Fig. 1. (a) Interaction effect of paternal dysfunctional parenting and hostility to predict suicidal ideation. (b) Interaction effect of maternal dysfunctional parenting 
and hostility to predict suicidal ideation. Note. +1 SD, − 1 SD hostility are presented in different colors.
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et al., 2017; Kawabata et al., 2011; Rinaldi and Howe, 2012; Tavassolie 
et al., 2016; Temmen and Crockett, 2021).

From a clinical perspective, these findings highlight the importance 
of addressing hostility as a central component of interventions aimed at 
preventing or reducing suicide risk in young adults with a history of 
dysfunctional parenting. In clinical settings, the assessment of anxiety 
and depression often takes priority when evaluating individuals with a 
history of maltreatment, while hostility is frequently overlooked in 
clinical evaluations (Brezo et al., 2006). Yet, hostility is a common 
feature of many psychopathologies and other clinical disorders and 
should be considered during assessment and treatment (Spielberger and 
Reheiser, 2009). In this context, treatments such as Emotional Regula
tion Therapy, Dialectical Behavior Therapy or Cognitive Behavioral 
Therapy could help individuals reframe hostile interpretations of 
interpersonal interactions, reduce emotional reactivity, improve 
emotion regulation, and enhance social connectedness (e.g., Kramer 
et al., 2016).

In addition to the main variables of interest, several demographic 
and clinical factors were associated with greater suicidal ideation. 
Specifically, according to previous studies, male sex (Grover et al., 2023; 
Ibrahim et al., 2017), being unmarried or not living with a romantic 
partner (Stephenson et al., 2023), a history of childhood sexual abuse 
(Devries et al., 2014), current depressive symptoms and the use of 
psychotropic medication were all significant predictors of suicidal 
ideation. Lastly, contrary to what would be expected (Poorolajal and 
Darvishi, 2016), smoking tobacco was inversely related to suicidal 
ideation. This discrepancy may be explained by differences in study 
design and methodology such as sample size and characteristics, espe
cially age range. Accordingly, although many studies (Poorolajal and 
Darvishi, 2016) have reported a positive association between smoking 
status and suicidal ideation, other showed that tobacco use in young 
people does not appear to elevate the risk of later suicidal ideation 
(Harrison et al., 2020; McGee et al., 2005).

Taken together, the influence of multiple factors on suicidal ideation 
aligns with the literature showing that suicide is caused by multiple 
individual and environmental characteristics (e.g., Oquendo et al., 
2014; Owusu-Ansah et al., 2020; Rubinstein, 1986) and calls for further 
effort in designing large-scale, multi-laboratory studies that account for 
these predictors and develop integrated models of suicide risk.

This study does not come without limitations. For instance, the 
sample was unbalanced in terms of sex, with a greater proportion of 
females, and education level, with more highly educated individuals. 
This lack of diversity may limit the generalizability of the findings and 
future research should aim at recruiting more representative samples. 
Additionally, while the MOPS is a well-validated self-report measure for 
assessing dysfunctional parenting (Picardi et al., 2013), the study did not 
include a clinical interview, which is considered the gold standard for 
evaluating history of maltreatment (Bifulco et al., 1994). Additionally, 
incorporating behavioral and/or psychophysiological data from specific 
tasks designed to assess aggressiveness could have been particularly 
useful in the assessment of hostility (Peters et al., 2018; Puhalla et al., 
2020). Lastly, it is important to note that this study did not involve a 
clinical sample, and the levels of suicidal ideation observed were rela
tively low. Nevertheless, the study is characterized by several method
ological strengths. The multicenter design enhances the external validity 
and generalizability of the findings, allowing for broader applicability 
across diverse populations. Furthermore, the inclusion of a compre
hensive array of demographic and contextual covariates increased the 
robustness of the results.

Taken together, this study demonstrated that dysfunctional 
parenting, particularly from fathers, is associated with increased sui
cidal ideation in the context of higher hostility, whereas lower hostility 
serves as a protective factor, reducing this risk when dysfunctional 
parenting was elevated, in a sample of young adults. In the future, 
research should further investigate the mechanisms underlying hos
tility's moderating role, such as interpersonal features (e.g., 

interpersonal effectiveness, social isolation), and conduct longitudinal 
designs to explore how these factors influence suicidal ideation and/or 
lead to suicide attempts.
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Harrison, R., Munafò, M.R., Smith, G.D., Wootton, R.E., 2020. Examining the effect of 
smoking on suicidal ideation and attempts: triangulation of epidemiological 
approaches. Br. J. Psychiatry 217 (6), 701–707.

Hawkins, K.A., Hames, J.L., Ribeiro, J.D., Silva, C., Joiner, T.E., Cougle, J.R., 2014a. An 
examination of the relationship between anger and suicide risk through the lens of 
the interpersonal theory of suicide. J. Psychiatr. Res. 50, 59–65.

Hawkins, K.A., Hames, J.L., Ribeiro, J.D., Silva, C., Joiner, T.E., Cougle, J.R., 2014b. An 
examination of the relationship between anger and suicide risk through the lens of 
the interpersonal theory of suicide. J. Psychiatr. Res. 50, 59–65.

Heider, D., Matschinger, H., Bernert, S., Alonso, J., Brugha, T.S., Bruffaerts, R., ESEMeD/ 
MHEDEA 2000 Investigators, 2008. Adverse parenting as a risk factor in the 
occurrence of anxiety disorders: a study in six European countries. Soc. Psychiatry 
Psychiatr. Epidemiol. 43, 266–272.
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