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Abstract

Objective: Research so far has investigated the bivariate relationships between 
psychopathic traits, romantic attachment, and emotion dysregulation. However, no 
research thus far has examined these concepts in their interrelatedness. The aim of the 
present study was therefore to shed light on the possible linking mechanisms among these 
concepts, examining the mediating role of emotion dysregulation in the psychopathic 
traits-romantic attachment link. 

Method: The present study was based on an undergraduate (N = 238, M age = 
20.36 years) and a community sample (N = 521, M age = 35.27 years) from the Dutch 
population. Participants were administered self-report measures of psychopathic 
traits (measured with both the Self-Report Psychopathy Short-Form and the Triarchic 
Psychopathy Measure), emotion dysregulation (Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale 
– Brief Version) and romantic attachment (Experiences in Close Relationships–Revised). 
Correlation analyses and mediation analyses using a bootstrapping approach were 
conducted. 

Results: Results showed that all the dimensions of psychopathic traits were related 
to both romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety, and that emotion dysregulation 
mediated all these associations (with only few exceptions). Except for boldness, all other 
dimensions of psychopathic traits were related to greater emotion dysregulation and, in 
turn, to insecure romantic attachment.

Conclusions: It is argued that the role of emotion regulation processes deserves more 
attention for the theoretical and clinical understanding of psychopathic traits and their 
correlates in the interpersonal domain, such as romantic attachment (in)security. When 
their interrelationships will be better understood, emotion regulation and attachment 
could represent relevant targets for intervention with individuals presenting psychopathic 
traits.

Key words: psychopathic traits, Self-Report Psychopathy Short-Form, Triarchic Psychopathy 
Measure, romantic attachment avoidance, romantic attachment anxiety, emotion dysregulation
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RESEARCH PAPER

Psychopathic personality comprises a set of traits 
including deficits in moral emotions, antisocial behavior, 
and poor inhibitory control (C. S. Neumann et al., 2014). 
The present study focused on individual differences in 
psychopathic traits in two non-clinical samples, and 
was based on two widely adopted operationalizations 
of the construct of psychopathy. One is the 4-factor 
model based on the Psychopathy Checklist-Revised 
(Hare, 2003), wherein psychopathy encompasses four 
dimensions: affective (e.g., deficits in moral emotions); 

interpersonal (e.g., manipulation); lifestyle (e.g., deficits 
in inhibitory control), and antisocial (e.g., persistent 
and versatile antisocial tendencies, C. S. Neumann et 
al., 2014). The second is Patrick et al.’s (2009) triarchic 
psychopathy model, which includes three dimensions: 
meanness (i.e., disregard for others), disinhibition (i.e., 
poor impulse control), and boldness (i.e., a combination 
of social dominance, emotional resiliency, and 
venturesomeness). Although distinct, the models share 
considerable overlap (especially in the domains of 

Mattia Pezzi et al.
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1997). Nevertheless, a difference in the motivation 
behind these two attachment stages has been suggested 
(Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Zeifman & Hazan, 2008). From 
an evolutionary perspective, where early attachment 
would be activated to foster proximity and protection 
until reproductive age (Bowlby, 1982), adult attachment 
would foster not only proximity – e.g., to partners and 
offspring – for care and protection, but it would also 
promote an individual’s physical and mental health 
more broadly (Zeifman & Hazan, 2008). Romantic 
relationships represent therefore one of the most 
important types of attachment relationships in adulthood 
(Mayer et al., 2019), and adult attachment (i.e., the 
affectional bond formed between two adult romantic 
partners, Mayer et al., 2019) appears fundamental for 
general well-being, relationship functioning in adult 
life, and general positive adjustment (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2003, 2007). In this regard, romantic 
attachment insecurity may be highly relevant for some 
of the detrimental relational impacts associated with 
psychopathic tendencies, repeatedly found as a strong 
predictor of negative relational outcomes, including 
relationship dissatisfaction (Mondor et al., 2011) and 
intimate partner violence (Oka et al., 2014).

Intertwined with the development and evolution of 
attachment styles over the life span, a parallel similar 
process takes place for emotion regulation abilities of 
the individual (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008), which can 
undergo processes of evolution and change based on 
different attachment experiences over the life course 
(Feeney, 2008). Concerning the association between 
romantic attachment styles and emotion regulation, 
research so far has found that insecure anxious and 
avoidant romantic attachment styles are generally 
associated with higher emotion dysregulation (e.g., 
Marszał & Jańczak, 2018; Théorêt et al., 2020; Velotti 
et al., 2015).      

The link between psychopathic traits and romantic 
attachment has been established both at a conceptual 
and an empirical level. Conceptually, some of 
the core features of psychopathy (e.g., empathy 
deficits, egocentricity) are clearly at odds with the 
establishment and maintenance of healthy attachment 
relationships. At an empirical level, previous research 
(Schimmenti et al., 2014) highlighted the importance 
of looking at past and current attachment styles and 
representations, to better understand psychopathy. 
Schimmenti et al. (2014) showed that individuals with 
more extreme levels of psychopathic traits consistently 
presented either insecure (i.e., anxious or avoidant) or 
disorganized / dual attachment styles (i.e., contradicting 
characteristics of both anxious and avoidant attachment, 
and inconsistent responses to attachment-related 
stimuli). More recently, psychopathic traits have been 
further investigated in relation to adult attachment 
insecurity and were found consistently associated with 
attachment insecurity in adult relationships, including 
romantic attachment (Christian et al., 2017, 2019; Mack 
et al., 2011; Savard et al., 2015; Van der Zouwen et al., 
2018). In this context, more specifically, behavioral 
features of psychopathic traits were consistently 
positively associated with insecure attachment styles, 
both avoidance and anxiety (Mack et al., 2011; Savard 
et al., 2015). A more recent study, however, indicated 
that the behavioral features of psychopathic traits (i.e., 
disinhibition, antisocial facet) were more specifically 
positively related to anxious attachment (Christian 
et al., 2017), suggesting a tendency for frustration, 
worry, easy escalation, and need for reassurance in the 
attachment context. In the same study, affective features 
of psychopathic traits (i.e., meanness, callousness), in 

meanness / antagonism and disinhibition) and support 
the concept of psychopathy as multi-dimensional. 
Furthermore, and in line with the present study, 
both models emphasize interpersonal and emotional 
dysfunctions as important dimensions of psychopathic 
traits. Therefore, the present study will further elucidate 
on interpersonal and emotional dysfunctions related 
to psychopathic traits, by examining the associations 
between psychopathic traits and romantic attachment, 
as well as the mediating role of emotion dysregulation 
in these associations. 

Psychopathic traits and attachment
Psychopathy has recently received attention in 

its relation with attachment theory (Bowlby, 1982). 
Attachment theory explains the nature and function of 
close interpersonal bonds in humans; the need for such 
bonds starts early in life where, based on the caregiver’s 
responsiveness to the infant’s expression of needs, the 
individual would develop certain attachment styles 
(Bowlby, 1982; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Sensitive, 
reliable caregiving would promote the development of 
a secure attachment style, characterized by trust in the 
support from others and self-esteem in being worthy 
of that. Insensitive, inconsistent caregiving would 
instead promote insecure attachment styles (Ainsworth 
et al., 1978), which tend to be associated with poorer 
outcomes for the child (e.g., reduced empathy, difficulty 
in emotion regulation, Weinfield et al., 2008).

Specifically, two main styles of insecure attachments 
(which are not mutually exclusive) are avoidant and 
anxious (Ainsworth et al., 1978). Avoidant attachment 
presents a devaluation of the need for attachment bonds, 
a strong tendency for independence rather than for 
seeking and maintaining relationships, and distrust in 
others. In contrast, anxious attachment is characterized 
by constant worry for abandonment, excessive 
dependency in relationships, and at the same time anger 
for minor separations (Ainsworth et al., 1978). 

Generated in the context of early care-giving 
experiences, these internal working models are 
conceived as the foundation from which individuals 
generalize their conception of close interpersonal 
bonds to other close relationships throughout life 
(Bowlby, 1969/1982; Main et al., 1985). Research 
suggests a relative continuity of attachment style from 
infancy through adulthood (Fraley, 2002; Groh et al., 
2014; Pinquart et al., 2013). Further research, however, 
highlighted that attachment styles would vary across 
developmental stages and types of relationships (e.g., 
parental, friendship, romantic ones, Klohnen et al., 
2005), and they would be revised – to a certain extent – 
based on new and significant relationship experiences or 
life events (Pierce & Lydon, 2001; Rothbard & Shaver, 
1994; Waters, Hamilton, & Weinfield, 2000; Waters, 
Weinfield, & Hamilton, 2000), as well as due to natural 
development of the individual (Marszał & Jańczak, 
2018). During adolescence and early adulthood, 
although parents remain important attachment figures, 
the fulfillment of attachment needs would be searched 
more in peer relationships (i.e., friends and romantic 
partners, Christian et al., 2018, 2019; Fraley & Davis, 
1997; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994), thus shifting the 
focus to different types of attachment relationships. 
Conceptually, adult attachment shares similarities with 
early attachment (e.g., same differentiation of internal 
working models and attachment styles in both children 
and adults, Doherty & Feeney, 2004; Fraley & Davis, 
1997; Fraley & Shaver, 1998; Trinke & Bartholomew, 
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contrast, have been found positively associated with 
attachment avoidance (Christian et al., 2017), indicating 
a tendency for suppression of intimacy and emotional 
responses in the adult attachment context. Interpersonal 
features of psychopathic traits have shown inconclusive 
associations with attachment insecurity, possibly due 
to the fact that the affective-interpersonal dimension 
was examined altogether in some previous studies, 
whereas it would be more appropriate to consider 
the affective and interpersonal dimensions separately 
(Christian et al., 2019). Lastly, boldness showed 
negative associations with attachment insecurity, both 
avoidance and anxiety (Christian et al., 2017), as also 
in line with its theoretical conceptualization as a non-
maladaptive feature per se in the triarchic psychopathy 
model (Patrick et al., 2009). 

Therefore, previous research highlighted the 
presence of associations between specific dimensions 
of both psychopathic traits and attachment (Christian et 
al., 2017, 2019; Van der Zouwen et al., 2018). However, 
no research to date addressed possible mechanisms 
for such associations. One candidate factor may be 
emotion regulation, given its differential associations 
with psychopathic traits (Garofalo, Neumann, Kosson, 
& Velotti, 2020; Garofalo et al., 2018) and its central 
role in attachment styles (Cassidy, 1994).  

Emotion regulation as a possible factor to 
explain the psychopathy-attachment link

In the present study, emotion regulation was 
conceptualized as a broad construct involving the 
awareness, understanding, and acceptance of emotions; 
the ability to refrain from impulsive behavior and to 
pursue desired goals when distressed; and the ability 
to employ adaptive emotion regulation strategies to 
achieve desired emotional states (Gratz & Roemer, 
2004). 

Mikulincer and Shaver (2003) proposed a model 
of adult attachment that emphasizes the relevance 
of emotion regulation. This model consists of three 
phases. In the first phase, the appearance of threatening 
events, and the monitoring and appraisal of these, 
activates the attachment behavioral system. In the 
second phase, the monitoring and appraisal of the 
attachment figure’s availability and responsiveness 
takes place. This component would account for 
individual differences in the attachment (in)security, 
shaped by repeated past experiences – about effective 
or ineffective caregiving responses – and consolidated 
through adulthood. In the third phase, the individual 
monitors and appraises the feasibility and utility of 
seeking proximity to an attachment figure as a way of 
coping with the threatening events. This component 
would account for individual differences in the 
insecure attachment styles and in the related emotion 
regulation strategies, named as “hyperactivation” 
and “deactivation” (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988). Where 
proximity seeking would be the primary attachment 
strategy adopted, hyperactivation and deactivation 
would be secondary attachment strategies adopted 
when proximity seeking would not be experienced as 
effective. Thus, hyperactivation and deactivation work 
as attachment-related emotion regulation strategies as 
a defense against the distress caused by the perceived 
unavailability or unresponsiveness of the attachment 
figures. When consolidated over time, hyperactivating 
and deactivating strategies lead to the development of 
an anxious or avoidant attachment style respectively 
(Ainsworth et al., 1978) in adolescence and adulthood. 

Although being attempts for adaptation in adverse social 
circumstances, hyperactivation and deactivation become 
maladaptive when used in later relationship situations 
where secure strategies would be more effective 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Notably, hyperactivating 
and deactivating strategies lead to opposite patterns of 
emotional expression (intensification vs. suppression), 
and both of them result in a form of maladaptive 
emotion regulation, or emotion dysregulation (i.e., 
focusing on disruptive aspects of emotional experience 
for the anxious style and blocking conscious access to 
emotions for the avoidant style, Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2007).

In addition, empirical evidence supports emotion 
regulation as playing a central role in attachment styles 
(Cassidy, 1994). On the one hand, an adaptive emotion 
regulation capacity has been found consistently 
associated with secure attachment style (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2007). On the other hand, a maladaptive 
emotion regulation capacity appears also to be at the 
core of hyperactivation and deactivation strategies 
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), which characterizes 
insecure attachment styles (i.e., an anxious or avoidant 
attachment style respectively, Ainsworth et al., 1978) 
and has been linked to both attachment anxiety and 
attachment avoidance (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007; 
Velotti et al., 2015). Given the centrality of emotion 
regulation for attachment, emotion regulation could 
also explain links that individual characteristics (here, 
psychopathic traits) have with attachment styles.

With regard to psychopathy, emotion regulation 
is emerging more and more as a valuable framework 
for a better understanding of psychopathy (which 
seems to involve not only a reduced experience of 
certain emotions, but also a dysregulation of emotional 
experiences, especially negative emotions like anger,  
Baskin-Sommers et al., 2016; Garofalo et al., 2018; 
Harenski & Kiehl, 2010). Emotion dysregulation has 
shown different associations with different dimensions of 
psychopathic traits. Specifically, emotion dysregulation 
has been found consistently positively associated 
with the behavioral dimension (e.g., Malterer et al., 
2008; Visser et al., 2010) and the affective dimension 
of psychopathic traits (e.g., Garofalo, Neumann, 
Kosson, & Velotti, 2020; Garofalo et al., 2018). The 
interpersonal dimension of psychopathic traits, instead, 
was found unrelated or negatively related to emotion 
dysregulation (e.g., Garofalo et al., 2018).

The pattern of associations between emotion 
dysregulation and psychopathic traits appears therefore 
to mirror that between adult romantic attachment styles 
and psychopathic traits. Specifically, the behavioral 
and affective dimensions of psychopathic traits appear 
associated with insecure romantic attachment styles 
and greater emotion dysregulation; the interpersonal 
and boldness dimensions of psychopathic traits show 
instead either no association or a negative association 
with insecure romantic attachment styles and emotion 
dysregulation. There are therefore conceptual and 
empirical grounds for examining the mediation of 
emotion regulation between psychopathic traits and 
romantic attachment, as a plausible mechanism linking 
these two concepts. 

The present study
The present study investigated the associations 

between psychopathic traits and romantic attachment, 
and examined the mediating role of emotion 
dysregulation in these associations. Given the cross-
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= 2.82, range = 17–45; of the reported data, 182 were 
females, 54 males, and the remaining 25 missed data 
about their gender). The students provided informed 
consent and participated in exchange for course credits. 
From the valid responses (i.e., excluding missing 
responses), the majority of the participants indicated to 
have a Dutch nationality (N = 162, 62.07%) or to be 
native Dutch speakers with other nationality, namely 
Turkish (N = 4, 1.53%), Moroccan (N = 2, 0.77%), 
Dutch Antilles (N = 2, 0.77%), and Surinamese (N = 1, 
0.38%). Of the remaining participants, 7 indicated other 
nationalities (2.68%) and 83 were missing information 
on their nationality (but they were international students 
following the international English-taught psychology 
program at the same university and completed the 
survey in English).

Sample 2
Participants were 521 individuals from the general 

community (M age = 35.27 years, SD = 16, range = 
18–87; of the reported data, 209 were males, 295 
females, and the remaining 17 missed data about their 
gender). Participants were recruited by 20 bachelor’s- 
or master’s-level psychology students (each recruiting 
approximately 25 participants). Participants were 
selected by following a quota sampling procedure 
as much as possible, trying to balance across main 
demographic characteristics (age, sex, and occupation), 
and by applying two inclusion criteria of being at 
least 18 years old and to have sufficient knowledge of 
the Dutch language. Participants provided informed 
consent and participated voluntarily in the study. From 
the valid responses (i.e., excluding missing responses), 
the majority of the participants indicated to have a 
Dutch nationality (N = 259, 49.71%), followed by other 
nationalities namely Dutch Antilles (N = 3, 0.58%), 
Moroccan (N = 1, 0.19%), and Surinamese (N = 1, 
0.19%). Of the remaining participants, 8 indicated other 
nationalities (1.54%) and 249 were missing information 
on their nationality.   

Instruments2 
Self-Report Psychopathy Short-Form (SRP-SF, 

Paulhus et al., 2016). Psychopathic traits assessment 
based on the model by Hare was done using the SRP-SF, 
a self-report inventory modeled after the PCL-R (Hare, 
2003). The SRP-SF provides scores on four facets: 
Interpersonal (involving maladaptive interpersonal 
characteristics, e.g., manipulation, ‘I have already 
pretended to be someone else to get something’), Affective 
(involving deficits in moral emotions, empathy, sense 
of guilt, e.g., ‘I never feel guilty when I hurt others’), 
Lifestyle (involving impulsivity, recklessness, deficits 
in inhibitory control, e.g., ‘I always get in trouble for 
the same things’), and Antisocial (involving persistent 
antisocial tendencies, e.g., ‘I assaulted a police officer 
or emergency worker’). This measure consists of 29 
items rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from “completely 
disagree” to “completely agree”). Items are averaged 
to provide scores on each facet as well as the SRP-SF 
total score, with greater scores indicating higher levels 
of psychopathic traits. For the present study, a Dutch 
translation was used, and prior studies indicated good 
reliability and construct validity of the SRP-SF for both 
its original and Dutch versions (Gordts et al., 2015; C. 

2 Internal consistency coefficients for all measures are 
displayed in table 1.

sectional nature of our data, we clarify that the term 
“mediation” was here meant as an a-temporal mediation 
analysis (Winer et al., 2016), examining whether 
emotion dysregulation could partly account for some of 
the shared variance (i.e., conceptual overlap) between 
psychopathic traits and romantic attachment styles. 

Our hypotheses concerning the 4-factor model 
(Hare, 2003) were that:
(1a) the affective facet of psychopathic traits would 

be positively associated with avoidant romantic 
attachment style;

(1b) the lifestyle and
(1c) antisocial facets would be positively associated 

with anxious romantic attachment style. 
For the interpersonal facet, we did not formulate 

a specific a-priori hypothesis, given the inconclusive 
findings from previous work.

The hypotheses concerning the triarchic model 
(Patrick et al., 2009) were that:
(2a) meanness would be positively associated with 

avoidant romantic attachment style;
(2b) boldness would be negatively associated with both 

avoidant and anxious romantic attachment styles;
(2c) disinhibition would be positively associated with 

anxious romantic attachment style.

Furthermore, it was hypothesized that:
(3) emotion dysregulation would be a mediator between 

psychopathic traits and romantic attachment 
styles, expected to mediate all the aforementioned 
associations. 

The present study has been pre-registered in Open 
Science Framework (see link: https://doi.org/10.17605/
OSF.IO/YMDK6)1.

Method
Participants 

Participants were recruited from two non-clinical 
samples (i.e., undergraduate psychology students and 
general community) and were addressed separately in 
the study to probe the robustness of the findings in two 
independent samples.    

Sample 1
Two hundred and sixty-one participants were 

initially recruited and provided consent to take part in the 
study, however 23 of them (8.81%) did not complete the 
survey and where therefore excluded. Two participants 
(0.77%) did not complete demographic information 
but completed all of the questionnaires and were thus 
included in the analyses. The remaining participants 
were therefore 238 first-year undergraduate psychology 
students at a Dutch university (M age = 20.36 years, SD 

1 In the Pre-Registration, the hypothesis on SRP-SF 
interpersonal facet was initially formulated as showing 
negligible associations with any romantic attachment style. 
Based on further discussion among co-authors (still before 
performing the analyses), this hypothesis has been later 
formulated more accurately with the term “inconclusive” 
(inconclusive findings from the existing literature concerning 
the interpersonal facet). 
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evidence of discriminant validity (John & Eng, 2014), 
the DERS total score represents a reliable global index 
of overall emotion regulation difficulties that shows 
meaningful associations with physiological, behavioral, 
and neural indices of emotion regulation (John & Eng, 
2014). For the present study, a Dutch version of the 
DERS was used (A. Neumann et al., 2009).   

Data analysis approach
The set of analyses was performed in the statistical 

software R (R Core Team, 2017). The statistical 
model used was SEM (Structural Equation Modeling). 
Mediated regression analyses were performed (using 
the sem function in lavaan, Rosseel, 2012), where 
emotion regulation was examined as the mediator 
between psychopathic traits and romantic attachment. 
Separate analyses were performed on the two samples 
and for each of the two psychopathic traits measures 
(i.e., SRP-SF and TriPM). Therefore, four main sets 
of mediated regression analyses were performed in 
total (i.e., on SRP-SF and TriPM scales, each on both 
undergraduate and community sample). As a first step, 
preliminary analyses were performed (i.e., checking 
descriptive statistics, outliers, missing values). As a 
next step, correlations were calculated between the 
variables of interest. As a final step, the sub-sets of 
mediated regression models were estimated separately 
for each psychopathy facet / dimension derived from 
the SRP-SF and the TriPM. Total, direct, and indirect 
effects were estimated (Bollen & Pearl, 2013). A 
bootstrapping approach was adopted, estimating path 
coefficients and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) based 
on 5,000 re-samples of the original data.  

Results

Preliminary analyses and correlations in both 
undergraduate and community samples 

As a first step, preliminary analyses were performed. 
The descriptive statistics indicated a non-normal 
distribution of all the variables, which appeared mostly 
positively skewed (understandable for non-clinical 
samples, usually with low levels of maladaptive features 
– see tables 1 and 2 for skewness values of each variable 
in both samples). However, the bootstrapping approach 
used for the analyses can handle non-normality of the 
data, which was therefore left untransformed3. Some 
outliers were observed across some of the variables. 
Analyses were performed with and without outliers 
for the hypothesized mediation models, with a few 
differences in the significance of the results (see 
footnotes in the next paragraphs and supplementary 
material); the results here reported refer to the analyses 
with outliers included, since some extreme scores 
are conceptually understandable given the constructs 
examined in general population samples. Little’s MCAR 
test was performed to test for patterns of missingness; 
in the community sample missingness resulted to be not 
MCAR, while it was for the undergraduate sample. Full 
Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) was used 
to address missing data in both samples. Cronbach’s 

3 Furthermore, the boldness dimension in the TriPM 
model was negatively skewed, thus pointing at a different 
direction of the distribution compared to the other facets. A 
single transformation could therefore not have been applied 
to the data. 

S. Neumann & Pardini, 2014). 

Triarchic Psychopathy Measure (TriPM, 
Patrick, 2010). The TriPM provides scores on three 
dimensions: Boldness (involving social dominance, 
emotional resiliency, and venturesomeness, e.g., ‘I 
fear far fewer things than most people’), Meanness 
(involving disregard and lack of concern towards 
others, e.g., ‘I don't have much sympathy for people’), 
and Disinhibition (involving poor impulse control, 
e.g., ‘I get into trouble because I don't think about the 
consequences of my actions’). The TriPM, a self-report 
inventory consisting of 58 items rated on a 4-point 
Likert scale (“true”, “somewhat true”, “somewhat 
false”, “false”), was used to operationalize the triarchic 
psychopathy model. For the present study, a validated 
Dutch translation was used (van Dongen et al., 2017). 
Recent work supports the validity of this scale (see 
Sellbom et al., 2018, for a review). 

Experiences in Close Relationships–Revised 
(ECR-R, Fraley et al., 2000). The ECR-R was used 
to measure adult romantic attachment style. The 
questionnaire provides scores on two dimensions: 
Anxiety (or Hyperactivation, from the adult model of 
attachment by Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), involving 
intense worry about one’s romantic relationship, over-
involvement in the relationship, fear of abandonment, 
and frequent seeking of the partner’s attention and care 
(e.g. ‘I'm afraid that once my partner gets to know 
me better, he or she won't like the way I really am’); 
Avoidance (or Deactivation, Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2003), involving difficulties in establishing a deep 
intimate connection with the partner and a tendency 
to feel discomfort with intimacy (e.g., ‘I don't feel 
comfortable sharing my thoughts and feelings with 
my partner’). This self-report inventory consists of 36 
items assessing the attachment style of the individual in 
the context of romantic relationships. Participants are 
asked to rate their feelings concerning their romantic 
relationships on a 7-point Likert scale (from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”). Several studies have 
investigated the validity and reliability of this measure 
and supported its adequate psychometric properties 
(Sibley et al., 2005). For the present study, a validated 
Dutch version of the ECR-R has been used (Kooiman 
et al., 2013). 

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale – Brief 
Version (DERS-16, Bjureberg et al., 2015). Emotion 
dysregulation was measured with the DERS-16, a 
16-item version of the DERS. This instrument was 
developed to capture difficulties in six interrelated 
dimensions: non-acceptance of emotional responses 
(Non-acceptance, e.g., ‘When I'm upset, I'm annoyed 
at myself for feeling this way’); difficulties engaging 
in goal-directed behavior when distressed (Goals, 
e.g., ‘When I'm upset, I have trouble getting my work 
done’); difficulties refraining from impulsive behavior 
when upset (Impulse, e.g., ‘When I am upset, I have 
difficulty controlling my behavior’); lack of awareness 
of and attention for emotions (Awareness, e.g., ‘I pay 
attention to how I feel (reversed)’); limited access to 
effective emotion regulation strategies (Strategies, e.g., 
‘When I'm upset, I think there's nothing I can do to feel 
better’); and lack of emotional clarity (Clarity, e.g., ‘I 
have trouble understanding my feelings’). The DERS-
16 is rated on a 5-point Likert scale (from “almost 
never” to “almost always”). Greater scores indicate 
greater difficulties in emotion regulation. Prior studies 
suggest that, while the six sub-scales have shown weak 
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antisocial and TriPM meanness with the hypothesized 
mediator emotion dysregulation, further analyses on 
such mediation models in the undergraduate sample 
were not conducted (Kenny et al., 1998). In addition, 
some non-hypothesized positive correlations emerged 
in both samples between: SRP-SF affective and 
anxious romantic attachment; SRP-SF lifestyle and 
antisocial and avoidant romantic attachment; SRP-SF 
interpersonal and both anxious and avoidant romantic 
attachment; TriPM meanness and anxious romantic 
attachment; TriPM disinhibition and avoidant romantic 
attachment. Given the significance of such non-
hypothesized associations, alternative mediation models 
were also tested, in order to have a more comprehensive 
view of other possible significant mediations, enabling  

Alpha through polychoric correlations was calculated 
for each sub-scale and overall scale in both samples, 
and showed good reliability (see tables 1 and 2). 

As a next step, correlations were performed 
between all the dimensions of psychopathic traits of 
the SRP-SF and TriPM, emotion dysregulation, and 
romantic attachment anxiety and avoidance (see table 
3). The pattern of correlations reflected the general 
hypothesized relationships between the variables, with 
only few exceptions. Specifically, in the undergraduate 
sample, we found no significant associations between: 
SRP-SF antisocial and emotion dysregulation; TriPM 
boldness and avoidant romantic attachment; TriPM 
meanness and emotion dysregulation. Given the 
non-significant associations between both SRP-SF 

Table 1. Averaged Mean, SD, min-max values, range, raw Cronbach’s Alpha, skewness for each variable in the 
undergraduate sample (N = 238)

Variable Mean (SD) Min-Max Values (Range)     Cronbach’s Alpha Skewness

SRP-SF Affective facet 1.86 (.60) 1 – 3.86 (2.86) .75 .84
SRP-SF Interpersonal facet 1.91(.69) 1 – 4 (3) .85 .72
SRP-SF Lifestyle facet 2.17 (.65) 1 – 3.86 (2.86) .74 .42
SRP-SF Antisocial facet 1.16 (.35) 1 – 3.71 (2.71) .82 3.65

TriPM Meanness facet .63 (.41) 0 – 2.56 (2.56) .92 1.02
TriPM Disinhibition facet .73 (.39) .05 – 2.55 (2.50) .90 1.10
TriPM Boldness facet 1.46 (.47) .16 – 2.53 (2.37) .87 -.32

DERS Emotion dysregulation 2.44 (.78) 1 – 4.75 (3.75) .93 .36

ECR-R 
Romantic attachment avoidance 2.76 (1.08) 1 – 6 (5) .95 .40
ECR-R 
Romantic attachment anxiety 3.37 (1.17) 1 – 6.67 (5.67) .93 .07

Table 2. Averaged Mean, SD, min-max values, range, raw Cronbach’s Alpha, skewness for each variable in the 
community sample (N = 521)

Variable Mean (SD) Min-Max Values (Range)       Cronbach’s Alpha Skewness 

SRP-SF Affective facet
SRP-SF Interpersonal facet

1.76 (.57)
1.81(.66)

1 – 4.57 (3.57)
1 – 5 (4)

.77

.88
.99

1.15
SRP-SF Lifestyle facet 1.95 (.67) 1 – 4.86 (3.86) .82 .75
SRP-SF Antisocial facet 1.13 (.37) 1 – 5 (4) .93 5.52

TriPM Meanness facet .55 (.42) 0 – 2.94 (2.94) .93 1.30
TriPM Disinhibition facet .61 (.36) .05 – 2.65 (2.60) .92 1.45
TriPM Boldness facet 1.60 (.44) 0 – 2.68 (2.68) .86 -.26

DERS Emotion dysregulation 2.09 (.72) 1 – 4.69 (3.69) .94 .91

ECR-R
Romantic attachment avoidance 2.56 (.98) 1 – 6.83 (5.83) .95 .62
ECR-R
Romantic attachment anxiety 2.76 (1.14) 1 – 7 (6) .95 .68
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meanness and emotion dysregulation4.

Mediation analyses in the community sample
Table 4b shows a summary of the direct, indirect, and 

total effects in the community sample. As for the SRP-SF, 
all the mediation models for the affective, interpersonal, 
lifestyle, and antisocial facet of psychopathic traits emerged 
as significant for both romantic attachment avoidance 
and anxiety. As for the TriPM, from the testing of both 
hypothesized and alternative models, all the mediation 
models of meanness, boldness, and disinhibition emerged 
as significant for both romantic attachment avoidance 
and anxiety. Specifically, boldness was related to better 
emotion regulation and in turn, lower romantic attachment 
insecurity; meanness and disinhibition, in contrast, were 
related to poorer emotion regulation and in turn, greater 
romantic attachment insecurity. The original hypotheses 
concerning all the sub-scales of the SRP-SF and the TriPM 
were therefore supported; however, the significances of the 
alternative models also needed to be taken into account for 
a more complete interpretation of the results5.  

4 When excluding the outliers, the mediation hypotheses 
on SRP-SF affective and lifestyle were not supported. 

5 When excluding the outliers, the mediation hypothesis 
on SRP-SF antisocial was not supported. However, we 
included the outliers in our main analyses as we considered 

a more complete and appropriate interpretation of the 
overall findings.  

Mediation analyses in the undergraduate 
sample

Table 4a shows a summary of the direct, indirect, and 
total effects in the undergraduate sample. As for the SRP-
SF, the mediation models for the affective, interpersonal, 
and lifestyle facet of psychopathic traits emerged as 
significant for both romantic attachment avoidance and 
anxiety. The original hypotheses concerning such facets 
were therefore supported; however, the significance of the 
alternative mediation models also needed to be taken into 
account for a more complete interpretation of the results. 
The hypothesis concerning the antisocial facet was instead 
not supported, due to a lack of association between this 
facet and emotion dysregulation. As for the TriPM, from 
the testing of both hypothesized and alternative models, the 
mediation models for boldness and disinhibition emerged 
as significant for both romantic attachment avoidance 
and anxiety (with opposite sign). The original hypotheses 
concerning boldness and disinhibition were therefore 
supported; however, also in this case, the significance of the 
alternative mediation model for disinhibition also needed 
to be taken into account for a more complete interpretation 
of the results. The mediation hypothesis for meanness was 
instead not supported, due to a lack of association between 

Table 3. Correlations between the variables in the undergraduate and community samples

SRP-SF  
Interpersonal

SRP-SF 
Affective

SRP-SF 
Lifestyle

SRP-SF 
Antisocial

TriPM 
Boldness

TriPM 
Meanness

TriPM  
Disinhibition

DERS ECR-R 
Anxiety

ECR-R 
Avoidance

SRP-SF 
Interpersonal

– .65*** .57*** .49*** .20** .59*** .46*** .17* .26*** .26***

SRP-SF 
Affective

.62*** – .59*** .45*** .24*** .67*** .43*** .13* .16* .21**

SRP-SF 
Lifestyle

.60*** .62*** – .48*** .30*** .58*** .64*** .19** .15* .21**

SRP-SF 
Antisocial

.44*** .42*** .52*** – .15* .40*** .39*** .05 .16* .18**

TriPM 
Boldness

.16*** .13** .24*** .07 – .29*** .04 -.36*** -.28*** -.11

TriPM 
Meanness

.57*** .68*** .64*** .46*** .18*** – .49*** .09 .13* .30***

TriPM 
Disinhibition

.47*** .47*** .61*** .45*** -.07 .56*** – .36*** .30*** .28***

DERS .22*** .21*** .26*** .15** -.42*** .19*** .46*** – .42*** .28***

ECR-R 
Anxiety

.24*** .28*** .22*** .19*** -.26*** .28*** .38*** .46*** – .46***

ECR-R 
Avoidance

.18*** .30*** .18*** .15*** -.14** .31*** .30*** .24*** .65*** –

Note. DERS = Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale. Correlations calculated using Spearman’s method (given the non-
normal distributions of the variables) and listwise method (using only complete cases). The pattern of correlations between 
listwise and pairwise method was the same; the ones with listwise method are reported in the table. Upper and lower diagonal 
parts contain correlation coefficient estimates for the undergraduate and community sample respectively. 
 *p = .05. **p < .01. ***.p < .001
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they presented also high levels of avoidance. Mack et 
al. (2011) suggested that this pattern could be extended 
to the attachment context, by suggesting that typical 
behaviors of individuals high in attachment anxiety 
might become controllable in co-occurrence with 
avoidance strategies. In this regard, Mack et al. (2011) 
suggested a mechanism in which a maladaptive effort, 
related to the cognitive conflict / energy necessary for 
the deactivation system to override the hyperactivation 
system, might be related to higher levels of primary 
psychopathy traits. Possibly a similar maladaptive 
mechanism could apply not just to primary but also 
to secondary psychopathy traits and could lead to a 
careless impulsive and antisocial behavior. Savard 
et al. (2015) also pointed out that high scores in both 
romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety is consistent 
with the notion that “antisocial behavior, impulsivity, 
and irresponsibility are related to the development of 
attachment insecurity, both in terms of dependency and 
fear of rejection but also withdrawal from situations 
involving intimacy”. Future studies could replicate 
and expand on this line of research, to provide stronger 
evidence and better insight concerning such proposed 
underlying mechanisms involving both types of insecure 
(romantic) attachments and their possible interaction, 
in (primary and secondary) psychopathy traits. From a 
converging research line, it is noteworthy that romantic 
attachment avoidance and anxiety as measured with the 
ECR-R typically do correlate with each other (Ehrenthal 
et al., 2008; Sibley et al., 2005). Even further, Ehrenthal 
et al. (2008) found that in a clinical sample with 
personality disorders the ECR-R showed higher scores 
in both romantic attachment avoidance and anxiety 
compared to a clinical sample without personality 
disorders, and even less in a non-clinical sample. This 
finding seems to give further support to the presence 
of heightened romantic attachment insecurity of both 
types (avoidance and anxiety) in psychopathy as a 
personality disorder and possibly also for psychopathic 
traits present in non-clinical samples as in the present 
study. Along the same direction, future research could 
further investigate other maladaptive attachment styles 
as well, such as disorganized attachment (Paetzold 
et al., 2015; Schimmenti et al., 2014). This form of 
attachment seems to share a conceptual and empirical 
overlap with high avoidance and/or high anxiety, but 
appears as a distinct form of attachment (e.g., Beeney 
et al., 2017). Furthermore, it also shows to be related to 
negative impacts in adult romantic relationships (e.g., 
problematic externalizing behaviors, such as anger and 
hostility, potentially leading to increased chance of 
aggression, violence, abuse, and sexual manipulation 
towards the partner, Paetzold et al., 2015).   

Concerning our findings on the separate 
associations between romantic attachment and emotion 
dysregulation on one hand, and emotion dysregulation 
and psychopathic traits on the other hand, these 
are generally in line with previous work (Garofalo, 
Neumann, Kosson, & Velotti, 2020; Garofalo et al., 
2018; Malterer et al., 2008; Marszał & Jańczak, 2018; 
Théorêt et al., 2020; Velotti et al., 2015; Visser et al., 
2010). As for these associations observed altogether 
in our mediation models, the analyses revealed that 
the overlap between psychopathic traits and romantic 
attachment could be explained at least in part by 
individual differences in emotion dysregulation. This 
general pattern of findings is also in line with previous 
work (Garofalo et al., 2018) suggesting that emotion 
dysregulation can help understand psychopathic traits 
and their association with relevant correlates (in this 
case, romantic attachment). 

In summary, considering altogether the findings 
from both hypothesized and alternative models in both 
samples, almost all of the SRP-SF and the TriPM sub-
scales were related to romantic attachment insecurity 
(both anxiety and avoidance) through the mediation 
of emotion dysregulation, with different directions for 
boldness compared to all the other SRP-SF and TriPM 
sub-scales as expected. The only exceptions were in 
the undergraduate sample for the models of the SRP-
SF antisocial facet and the TriPM meanness dimension, 
which did not reach significance.    

Discussion
The present study aimed to investigate the 

associations between specific psychopathic traits and 
attachment styles in romantic relationships, and to 
examine whether emotion dysregulation could be a 
mediator in such associations6. The general pattern 
of findings, including both hypothesized and non-
hypothesized relationships, supports a link between the 
different facets / dimensions of psychopathic traits (both 
from SRP-SF and TriPM) and romantic attachment 
insecurity – both avoidance and anxiety – through the 
mediation of emotion dysregulation. The only two 
exceptions to this pattern were in the undergraduate 
sample for the mediation models involving the 
antisocial facet and meanness. 

Such results point at a more complex picture 
than previously hypothesized in which psychopathic 
traits emerge as related to both romantic attachment 
avoidance and anxiety, through the mediation of emotion 
dysregulation. Our hypotheses were based on the recent 
study by Christian et al. (2017), who also used two 
different psychopathy scales, the TriPM and Expanded-
Levenson Self-Report Psychopathy (E-LSRP). The 
E-LSRP is a different scale from the SRP-SF, however 
still allowing some comparability as the affective and 
interpersonal dimensions were examined separately. 
However, in examining the overall results pattern, 
our findings appear more in line with the studies by 
Mack et al. (2011) and Savard et al. (2015) in which 
all psychopathy factors were positively related to both 
romantic attachment anxiety and avoidance. Mack et al. 
(2011) found a positive interaction between avoidant 
and anxious romantic attachment in predicting higher 
primary psychopathy traits (affective-interpersonal), 
but not for secondary psychopathy traits (impulsive-
antisocial) where they only found main effects of 
avoidant and anxious romantic attachment in predicting 
higher secondary psychopathy traits. Mack et al. (2011) 
interpreted these findings referring to a previous study 
by Gillath et al. (2009), who found that in a general 
attention task, individuals with high levels of anxiety 
showed ability to control their attention only when 

them potentially indicative of individuals genuinely scoring 
higher than average given the nature of the traits, and we did 
not have reasons to ascribe them to careless responding.

6 From a developmental perspective, adult attachment 
strategies are rooted in the caregiver-child relationship 
and can generally be conceived as an indication of earlier 
attachment experiences in childhood, which would affect 
emotion regulation strategies later in life. Conceptually, 
the directions of such cross-sectional relationships could 
therefore be inverted as well. In our study, we wanted to 
look at psychopathic traits in adults as predictive of insecure 
attachment strategies in their adult romantic relationships 
(through the mediation of emotion dysregulation) without 
inferring a strict temporal ordering between the two.
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that speaks to their robustness. As for limitations 
and recommendations for future research, first of all, 
replication of such findings is recommended. Next to 
that, these replications should aim at obtaining more 
comparable sample sizes as well as involving samples 
characterized by higher levels of psychopathic traits. 
The exclusive reliance on self-report measures may 
also have inflated the reported associations due to 
shared method variance, stressing the importance of 
multi-method assessment of the key constructs when 
possible. Finally, the present study was cross-sectional 
in nature, limiting the interpretation of the findings to a 
conceptual overlap among the concepts involved, and 
not to causal inferences. Our findings can nevertheless 
yield useful information in terms of setting the first 
basis for future longitudinal designs, which can further 
investigate the potential “true” mediation of such 
concepts and their causal effects.    

Conclusion
The general pattern of findings supported a consistent 

association between psychopathic traits and romantic 
attachment insecurity – both avoidance and anxiety – 
which was partly explained by emotion dysregulation. 
We argue that the role of emotion regulation processes 
deserves more attention for the theoretical and 
clinical understanding of the psychopathy construct 
and its correlates in the interpersonal domain. Future 
research is recommended to focus on replication of the 
present findings, involving comparable sample sizes, 
longitudinal designs, and multi-method assessments. 
Moreover, a further investigation is warranted into 
possible underlying (maladaptive) mechanisms 
involving the presence and deployment of both types 
of insecure romantic attachments, and their interaction, 
in predicting psychopathic traits. Improving emotion 
regulation and attachment security in romantic 
relationships is of foremost importance to reduce 
intimate partner violence perpetration in individuals 
with psychopathy or presenting psychopathic traits. 
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