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Abstract

Literature suggests an association between alexithymia and insecure adult attach-

ment, but the mediation factors involved in this relationship are under-investigated.

The study was carried out to test the possible mediation roles of the fear of intimacy

and negative mood regulation expectancies in explaining this relationship. A conve-

nience sample of 258 Polish adults (mean age: 30; 45% male), completed self-

reporting measures related to adult attachment (RAAS), alexithymia (TAS-20), fear

of intimacy (FIS) and negative mood regulation expectancies (NMRE). The results

showed that alexithymia directly and indirectly predicts insecure adult attachment.

Alexithymia positively predicts the fear of intimacy, which, in turn, positively predicts

insecure adult attachment. Finally, alexithymia negatively predicts NMRE which, in

turn, predict insecure adult attachment. It emerges from our data that the fear of

intimacy and NMRE may be mediating factors in the relationship between alexithymia

and adult attachment. Limitations, future directions of research and guidance for

intervention are discussed.
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Introduction

In recent decades, clinicians and researchers have paid increasing attention to
the multifaceted personality construct called alexithymia (Keefer et al., 2019).
The term alexithymia refers to a cognitive and affective disorder that is charac-
terized by the following four salient aspects: i) problems identifying feelings and
distinguishing them from the bodily sensations associated with emotional arous-
al ii) problems with describing individual’s feelings verbally; iii) restricted imag-
inal processes; and iv) a specific and externally oriented cognitive style
(Zackheim, 2007).

High levels of alexithymia may adversely affect the lives of individuals, affect-
ing psychological well-being and quality of relationships with others (Greene
et al., 2020; Prino et al., 2019).

Alexithymia and insecure adult attachment

It has been proven that there is an association between alexithymia and adult
attachment (Lyvers, Edwards, et al., 2017; Lyvers, Mayer, et al., 2019; Taylor
et al., 2014, Thorberg et al., 2011a, 2011b; Zakhour et al., 2020; Zdankiewicz-
�Scigała & �Scigała, 2018). Adult attachment refers to the tendency to pursue and
preserve proximity to and relationship with one or a few co-specifics, who ensure
the subjective potential for safety and security on the physical and psychological
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level. In accordance with the attachment theorists (Bartholomew, 1990;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012), children build relational models characterized by
the representation of themselves, the other and the relationship between them-
selves and others, based on their primary experiences with caregivers and the way
in which these caregivers respond to children’s needs for support and protection.

Representations of childhood attachment may be stabilised by influencing the
adult attachment style, and therefore, insecure attachment in childhood may con-
tribute to the maintenance of forms of adult insecure attachment, characterized by
the fear of abandonment by a partner or the fear of intimacy (Bartholomew, 1990;
Fabris et al., 2018). Various evidence seems to suggest that dysfunctional parent-
ing and insecure attachment in childhood tend to promote alexithymic traits
(Lyvers, Mayer, et al., 2019), and it is therefore possible that, given the tendency
of attachment patterns to be stable over time, adults with alexithymia are more at
risk of reporting an insecure attachment to their partners.

In fact, in this way, studies seem to indicate a negative association between
alexithymic traits and secure attachment in adults, thus indicating that individ-
uals characterized by the high levels of alexithymia show a tendency to be more
fearful of being unloved and are comfortable with being intimate with a roman-
tic partner (Taylor et al., 2014; Thorberg et al., 2011a, 2011b). It is therefore
possible that alexithymic patients may develop relational fears, characterised by
fear of abandonment or fear of closeness (van Dijke & Ford, 2015; van Dijke
et al., 2018). In this direction, considering the difficulty in emotional regulation,
alexithymic subjects may deploy attachment avoidance and deactivation strat-
egies, resulting in a reluctance to rely on significant others for support in times
of difficulty. These avoidance and deactivation of attachment strategies can be
considered a defensive strategy with respect to the fear of closeness and the
discomfort related to the intimate relationship with the partner. However, by
resorting to emotion avoidance and suppression strategies, alexithymic individ-
uals accumulate discomfort with intimacy and tend not to share the emotional
aspects of their experiences with others, thus impoverishing social relationships,
including those with their partners (Gross & John, 2003).

However, despite various evidence supporting an association between alex-
ithymia and insecure attachment, little investigation has taken place of possible
mediation factors in the reality between the two constructs. With this contribu-
tion, it was the authors’ intention to test, in a non-clinical population, the pos-
sible role of two theoretically expected mediating factors: the fear of intimacy
and negative mood regulation.

Fear of intimacy as a possible mediating factor

It has been suggested in the model of interpersonal process (Reis & Shaver,
1988) that close and intimate relationships develop when two people mutually
exchange vulnerable self-disclosures, are responsive to the other’s disclosures,
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and perceive the other’s responses as being responsive. The fear of intimacy,
defined as the individual’s inhibited ability to share thoughts and emotions of
personal significance with other important individuals due to personal anxiety
and fear (Descutner & Thelen, 1991), conflicts with the ability to form close and
intimate relationships (Doi & Thelen, 1993). Some evidence suggests that high
levels of alexithymia tend to positively associate with the fear of intimacy
(Lyvers, Edwards, et al., 2017). Taken as a whole, these data reflect the idea
that people, who have a deficit in verbally identifying and expressing their
emotions, may have difficulties dealing with their partner’s emotions and fear
forming emotional contact with people. With regard to this, in a small sample of
young adults, Lyvers, Edwards, et al. (2017) identified the fear of intimacy’s
possible mediating role in the relationship between alexithymia and insecure
adult attachment. It is therefore possible that alexithymic subjects may establish
a form of insecure attachment as a result of their poor ability to enter into
emotional contact with their partners and experience emotions in their relation-
ships, or that an insecure attachment, especially avoidance, may somehow pro-
tect the alexithymic subjects with respect to the discomfort experienced in
relation to intimacy with their partners.

However, to our knowledge, this is the exclusive study to have identified a
possible mediating role of the fear of intimacy in the relationship between
alexithymia and insecure attachment, and no other variables have been included
in the model. Nevertheless, the fear of intimacy tends to be associated with a
poor perceived ability of subjects to terminate, manage, or relieve negative states
of mood (Lyvers et al., 2008; Thorberg & Lyvers, 2010), and an interesting point
is the result of placing the two constructs within a theoretical frame that con-
siders attachment as a system of interpersonal emotional regulation.

Negative mood regulation expectancies as a possible mediating factor

Negative mood regulation expectancies (NMRE), represent more specifically
meta-cognitive aspects of emotional regulation, i.e. how an individual
evaluates and perceives his/her mood-regulatory abilities (Catanzaro &
Mearns, 1990, 2016).

Therefore, it is possible that individuals who perceive themselves as having better
skills in terms of managing problems and coping with negative emotions tend to
resort to more functional and adaptive coping strategies to improve their moods
and develop healthy and effective emotional regulation strategies (Catanzaro &
Mearns, 2016). Some evidence suggests that alexithymia may be a predictor of
NMRE, thus indicating that alexithymic individuals tend to be characterized by
a poor negative emotion regulation (Lyvers, Brown, et al., 2019; Lyvers, Kohlsdorf,
et al., 2017; Spence & Courbasson, 2012; Thorberg et al., 2019).

Insecure attachment experiences may have undermined the emotional regu-
lation skills in alexithymic subjects, which, in turn, may have developed with
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experience metacognitions that support a negative perception of their own emo-

tion management skills. These perceptions may therefore influence the subjects

throughout adult life, including their relationships with their partners.

According to the hyperarousal model of alexithymia, alexithymic individuals

tend to be affected by extended autonomic hyperreactivity, given that alexithy-

mia is connected with raised levels of sympathetic arousal due to emotional

stimuli (Thorberg et al., 2019).
Emotional regulation deficits may increase negative mood and distress in

those with alexithymia (Lyvers, Brown, et al., 2019; Lyvers, Kohlsdorf, et al.,

2017), and this may prompt these individuals to adopt dysfunctional strategies

to manage negative moods or avoid situations that solicit emotional stimuli

(Lyvers, Brown, et al., 2019; Lyvers, Kohlsdorf, et al., 2017; Spence &

Courbasson, 2012). As a consequence, it is possible that the perception of

poor negative mood regulation skills strengthen, in subjects with high levels

of alexithymia, the development of insecure forms of adult attachment, express-

ing anxiety and avoidance in relationships with significant others, leading them

to resort to dysfunctional and avoidance-based coping strategies.
Insecurely attached adults tend to present less self-confidence in their emotion-

al regulation skills, which makes them more hypervigilant to threat cues. Such

individuals may develop a tendency to create more catastrophic interpretations of

such threat cues, or may be pushed to distance the self from distressing situations

thereby suppressing their emotions (Goldstein et al., 2019). It is therefore possible

that, on the basis of their evolutionary experiences, adult alexithymic subjects

maintain insecure attachment by associating it with NMRE.

The purpose of this study

Based on the aforementioned theoretical framework, the objective of this article

was to analyse the relationship between alexithymia and insecure attachment,

mediated by the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation as shown in

Figure 1. The assumption was made in this study that alexithymia predicts inse-

cure attachment both directly and indirectly. In the latter case, a hypothesis was

formulated that alexithymia positively predicts the fear of intimacy and negatively

predicts NMRE. In addition, it was assumed that both the fear of intimacy and

NMRE predict insecure attachment, positively and negatively, respectively.

Method

Participants

Convenient sampling was used to select participants for the research. The

sample comprised 258 participants with an average age of 30.29 (SD¼ 7.27,
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Min.¼ 20, Max.¼ 50). In the sample, 54.7% were females (n¼ 141) and 45.3%
were males (n¼ 117).

Instruments

Socio-demographic characteristics. Subjects were asked to provide the socio-
demographic information: age and gender.

The Toronto Alexithymia Scale - 20 (TAS-20; Parker et al., 1993). In order to investigate
the level of alexithymia, the Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20 was applied. Except
for the general level of alexithymia, the questionnaire enabled to calculate sep-
arate scales for such dimensions as: “difficulty in identifying feelings”,
“difficulty in describing feelings” and “externally oriented style of thinking.”
The survey form included 20 test items, and each of them was assessed according
to a five-point Likert scale (1 – strongly disagree; 2 – partially disagree; 3 –
undecided; 4 – partially agree; 5 – strongly agree). Examples of questions from
TAS scale are: for the DIF scale “I am often confused about what emotion I am
feeling.”; “I have physical sensations that even doctors don’t understand.”; for the
DDF scale “It is difficult for me to find the right words for my feelings.”; “I find it
hard to describe how I feel about people.” and for EOT scale “I prefer to watch
“light” entertainment shows rather than psychological dramas”; “Looking for
hidden meanings in movies or plays distracts from their enjoyment.”. The range
of the scale is from 20 to 100 points, and it proved to be a reliable and precise
tool. As for the Polish version, the Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was .86 for the
general score; .75 for the “difficulty in describing feelings” scale; .81 for the
“difficulty in identifying feelings” scale; and .64 for the “externally oriented

Theoretical model 

Negative mood 
regulation

Fear of intimacy

Alexithymia Adult attachment 

Figure 1. Hypothesized model. Total indirect effect. b¼ .21. 95% CI [�0.2723; �0.1594].
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style of thinking” scale (�Scigała et al., 2020). In the present sample, the
Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient for total the score amounted to .86.

The Revised Adult Attachment Scale - Close Relationship Version (RAAS; Collins, 1996;

Collins & Read, 1990). The Revised Adult Attachment Scale constitutes an 18-
item tool to measure adult attachment style. It comprises the following three
subscales: close, depend, and anxiety. The close subscale serves to measure the
level of comfort that a person feels with closeness and intimacy. Examples of
questions from this scale are: “I find it relatively easy to get close to people.”; “I
don’t worry about people getting too close to me.” The depend subscale was
designed to evaluate whether an individual feels he/she may rely upon others
to be available when needed. The questions that relate to this dimension are: “I
am comfortable depending on others.”; “I find it difficult to allow myself to depend
on others.” Whereas the anxiety subscale is intended to measure the level of
anxiety that a person feels about being rejected or unloved. Examples of ques-
tion from the anxiety scale are: “I often worry that other people don’t really love
me.”; “I want to get close to people, but I worry about being hurt.”

High values on the subscale of close and depend, and low values on the
subscale of anxiety, provide for a secure attachment style. A five-point Likert
scale is used to assess each item, with some points being reverse scored. The
RAAS has proven to be of appropriate validity and reliability (Collins & Read,
1990). In the present study, the Cronbach’s alphas amounted to .83 for anxiety,
.80 for depend, and .81 for close, respectively. It is necessary to mention that the
RAAS is not used to assess attachment styles but continuous dimensions of
attachment hypothesized to underlie adult attachment (Collins, 1996).
Therefore, in the present study, the following formula was used to index the
secure attachment: (closeþ depend)/anxiety (Lyvers, Edwards, et al., 2017).

The Fear of Intimacy Scale (FIS; Descutner & Thelen, 1991). The tool was created in
order to estimate an individual’s inability to communicate thoughts and feelings
in a close relationship or when a person feels the opportunity of a close rela-
tionship. It is a 35-item measure where a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(not at all characteristic of me) to 5 (extremely characteristic of me) is applied.
Examples of questions on described scale are: “I would find it difficult being open
with my Partner about my personal thoughts.”; “I would feel comfortable keeping
very personal information to myself.”; “I would feel at ease to completely be
myself around my Partner.”; “I would feel at ease telling partner that I care
about him/her.” Higher values on the scale prove a higher level of the fear of
intimacy. The construction of items is based on three defining features, i.e.
content (the conveyance of personal information), emotional valence (strong
feelings about the personal information exchanged), and vulnerability (high
regard for the intimate other). In the present sample, the Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficient reached the value of .87.
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The Negative Mood Regulation (NMR; Catanzaro & Mearns, 1990). The Negative

Mood Regulation Scale is a 30-item tool developed by Catanzaro and Mearns

(1990). The purpose of this tool is to measure generalized expectancies aimed to

alleviate negative moods. Subjects are asked to specify the extent to which they

believe their use of various coping strategies may prevent a negative mood

condition. The scores for each item are provided on a five-point Likert scale

ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, and responses are

intended to complete a statement: “When I’m upset I believe that. . ..”.
Example items included the following: “I can do something to feel better”,

“planning how I deal with things will help,” and “wallowing in it is all I can

do.” It has been shown in the factor analysis that the NMR scale is unidimen-

sional (Catanzaro & Mearns, 1990). A high score indicates a strong belief that

an individual is able to relieve his/her negative moods through non-

pharmacological means. The NMR scale correlates, in theoretically predicted

ways, with instruments for the assessment of anxiety, depression, emotional

states, and coping responses, and has presented discriminant validity regarding

social desirability, depression, and the locus of control (Catanzaro &

Greenwood, 1994; Catanzaro & Mearns, 1990; Mearns, 1991). In the discussed

sample, the Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient amounted to .88.

Procedure

The study was carried out pursuant to the recommendations by the University of

Social Sciences and Humanities Ethics Committee, and based on informed con-

sents in writing, which were obtained from all participants. All procedures

adopted in the study, which involved the participation of humans, complied

with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research committee

and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration, as amended, or other comparable and

equivalent ethical standards. Before moving on to the questionnaire pack, partic-

ipants were requested for their consent to participate, and they were informed on

how to complete the questionnaire, as well as how to withdraw from the study.

They were also informed that their participation was voluntary and anonymous.
Due to the type of research, only people who have been in a romantic rela-

tionship for at least six months participated in the procedure. Participants were

encouraged to answer the questions as truthfully as possible and were guaran-

teed anonymity when filling out the questionnaires. Respondents completed the

same questionnaire pack individually. Furthermore, the participants did not

receive credit for its completion.

Data analysis

IBM SPSS Statistics Version 26 software was applied for all data analyses in this

study. Initially, descriptive statistics were computed on sociodemographic
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information and study variables. The calculation of skewness and kurtosis
values was carried out in order to check the normality of the data. Due to the

fact that they fell between þ1 and �1 (see Table 1), the data were considered to

have a normal distribution (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2013). Further, Pearson cor-

relation coefficient tests were carried out to examine the relationships between
the research variables.

Ultimately, a test was performed on a parallel multiple mediation model.

Two variables (i.e., the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation) were

proposed as mediators of the relationships between the independent variable, i.e.
alexithymia, and a dependent variable, i.e. adult attachment. The latter was

determined as a result of the formula (closeþdepend)/anxiety According to

what is definitive from RAAS scores, secure attachment in fact refers to high
scores on closeness and dependence and low scores on anxiety (Lyvers,

Edwards, et al., 2017). The parallel multiple mediation model was conducted

with the use of SPSS PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018). PROCESS enables to

assess direct effects, indirect effects, standard errors, as well as confidence inter-
vals based on the distribution obtained with the bias corrected and accelerated

bootstrapping method. The mentioned method of bias-corrected bootstrapping

does not assume the normality or symmetry of the sampling distribution of the

indirect effect, and has been shown to be among the best methods (e.g., it is
better than those generated using the simpler percentile method) for making

inferences about an indirect effect (e.g., detecting averaged effects) while bal-

ancing validity and power consideration when an indirect effect exists (Hayes &

Scharkow, 2013; Mackinnon et al., 2004; Preacher, 2015). Although in small to
moderate sample sizes (N< 500) it may slightly inflate the probability of a type I

error (i.e., it may result in type 1 error rates slightly above the nominal 0.05

level) when either path a or b is moderate to large (e.g., .39 to .49) and the other
path is zero (Fritz et al., 2012; Hayes & Scharkow, 2013; Valente et al., 2016).

Table 1. Means, standard deviations and bivariate correlations of variables under study.

M SD Skew Kur 1 2 3 4

1. Age 30.29 7.27 0.85 �0.17 –

2. Alexithymia 46.14 13.02 0.17 �0.86 �.06 –

3. Adult Attachment

formula

2.93 1.49 .94 0.37 .03 �.47*** –

4. Fear of intimacy 74.63 23.23 0.63 �0.24 .03 .42*** �.50** –

5. Negative mood

regulation

98.29 16.60 �0.31 �0.31 .12 �.43*** .42*** �.44***

Note: M: Mean, SD: Standard Deviation, Skew¼ Skewness, Kur¼ Kurtosis.

Adult Attachment formula is (closeþdepend)/anxiety (Lyvers et al., 2017).

***p< .001.
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In our study, both parameters a and b were different from zero, so the acceler-

ated, bias-corrected bootstrapping method was chosen to test the significance of

the averaged effect and create accurate confidence intervals for the averaged

effect. A statistically significant indirect effect proves that the effect of the inde-

pendent variable on the result is mediated by other variables. As per Hayes’

(2018), the statistical significance of the indirect mediating effects of variables

upon the bootstrap method is assessed depending on whether the point estimate

of the mediating variable is zero within a 95% bias-corrected and accelerated
confidence interval (BCa CI). Thus, an indirect effect was deemed statistically

significant if the specific 95% bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval did

not contain “0”. Hayes (2018) recommended that 10,000 bootstrap samples

should be used for mediation analyses in the test from parallel multiple medi-

ation. Therefore, data obtained from 10,000 bootstrap samples were used in the

present study. Bootstrapping is a procedure of re-sampling where numerous

sub-samples of the same size as the original sample are drawn randomly with

replacement. Ultimately, various pairwise comparisons between specific indirect

effects were carried out to assess whether one indirect effect was statistically

different from another.

Results

Descriptive and correlations

Table 1 presents correlations, means, and standard deviations of variables under

study. Correlations coefficients were established to determine the relationships

among the variables. As expected, alexithymia correlated negatively with the

adult attachment formula and negative mood regulation, and positively with the

fear of intimacy. In addition, negative mood regulation correlated positively

with the adult attachment formula, and the fear of intimacy correlated nega-

tively with the adult attachment formula, as well (see Table 1).

Parallel mediation model explaining the adult attachment formula

Figure 2 shows the findings of the tested model related to the parallel mediating

roles of the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation in the relationship

between alexithymia and the adult attachment formula.
As it was shown in Figure 2, the total effect of alexithymia on adult attach-

ment was statistically significant (c¼�.47, SE ¼.01, t¼ 8.45, p< .0001) (step 1),

confirming our Hypothesis that alexithymia predicts adult attachment. As

expected, the alexithymia had a positive and direct effect on the fear of intimacy

(b¼ .42, SE¼ .06, t¼ 7.40, p <.0001) and a negative and direct effect on the

negative mood regulation (b ¼�.43, SE¼ .06, t¼ 7.67, p< .0001), both direct

effects were statistically significant (step 2). Moreover, the fear of intimacy had a
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negative and direct effect on adult attachment (b¼�.31, SE¼ .01. t¼ 5.28,
p< .0001) and the negative mood regulation had a positive and direct effect
on adult attachment (b¼ .20, SE¼.01, t¼ 3.33. p< .050), both direct effects
were statistically significant (step 3), as expected. Finally, when alexithymia
and the mediating variable were simultaneously entered into the model (step
4), the direct effect of alexithymia on adult attachment fell down, however, the
significance level did not change (b¼�.25, SE¼ .01, t¼ 4.36, p< .0001). To
explain further, the direct effect remained significant, indicating partial rather
than full mediation, confirming our Hypothesis. That is, the mediation analysis
indicated that the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation partially medi-
ated the relation between alexithymia and adult attachment. The tested model
turned out to be statistically significant F(3, 254)¼ 47.52; p< .0001. The presented
model explains 36% (R2¼ .36) of the adult attachment formula scores’
variability.

The bootstrap results for the mediating role of fear of intimacy and negative
mood regulation in the link between alexithymia and adult attachment proved
that both indirect paths for fear of intimacy (b¼ .13, 95% CI [�.18; �.09]) and
negative mood regulation (b¼ .08, 95% CI [�.13; �.04]) were statistically sig-
nificant, thus fully confirming our hypothesis. The total indirect effect, (i.e. the
difference between the total and indirect effects/c-c’), of alexithymia on adult

Total Indirect effect. b = .21. 95% CI [ -0.2723; -0.1594] 

Negative mood 
regulation

Fear of intimacy

b1= - .31*

b2=  .20*
a2= - .43*

a1=.42*

Alexithymia Adult attachment

c= - .47* 

c`= - .25* 

Figure 2. Parallel-multiple mediation of fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation
between alexithymia and adult attachment formula.
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attachment through the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation was

statistically significant (point estimate b¼ .21, 95% CI [�.27, �.16]) (see

Table 2). The difference between the indirect effect of the fear of intimacy

and negative mood regulation was not statistically significant (point estimate

b¼ .05, 95% CI [�.12, .03]).

Discussion

The purpose of the study was to examine the association between alexithymia

and insecure attachment in light of two possible mediators, i.e. the fear of inti-

macy and negative mood regulation expectancies (NMRE). Substantial evidence

demonstrates that alexithymia knows its matrix in developmental pathways

characterized by adverse evolutionary experiences and insecure attachment to

parents, which contribute to undermining emotional regulation abilities in sub-

jects with alexithymic traits (Lyvers, Brown, et al., 2019). Considering that

attachment patterns tend to demonstrate a certain stability from childhood to

adulthood (Bartholomew, 1990; Fabris et al., 2018), it is possible that individ-

uals with high levels of alexithymia tend to report more insecure attachment to

their partners in adulthood.
In accordance with previous literature (Lyvers, Brown, et al., 2019; Lyvers,

Kohlsdorf, et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2014; Thorberg et al., 2011a, 2011b;

Zdankiewicz-�Scigała & �Scigała, 2018), our study identified an association

between alexithymia and insecure attachment in adults. It is therefore possible

that alexithymic adults tend to be less comfortable with being intimate with a

romantic partner and more fearful about being unloved (Taylor et al., 2014;

Thorberg et al., 2011a, 2011b).
However, despite an increasing amount of work proving an association

between alexithymia and attachment measures, little has been investigated

about the possible mediation factors involved in this association. According

to our data, the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation expectancies

Table 2. The comparison of indirect effects of alexithymia on adult attachment formula
through the fear of intimacy and negative mood regulation and its specific indirect effects.

Product of coefficients Boostrapping 95% CI

Effects

Point

estimate SE Z p Lower Upper

Total indirect effects .2142 .0287 �.2723 �.1594

Fear of intimacy .1296 .0235 4.2750 <.0001 �.1784 �.0862

Negative mood

regulation

.0846 .0246 3.0305 <.050 �.1332 �.0369
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were found to be two possible factors that mediate the relationship between
alexithymia and insecure attachment. It was found out in the previous study
by Lyvers, Kohlsdorf, et al. (2017) that the fear of intimacy is a meth factor
between alexithymia and insecure attachment. Our data replicate the results of
the previous study for a wider sample and in a different cultural context.
Overall, these data seem to suggest that alexithymic subjects, probably due to
their deficits in terms of emotional regulation processes, may fear entering into
emotional contact with their partners, developing the fear of intimacy, which, in
turn, may encourage anxiety in relationships and maintain patterns of insecure
attachment in adulthood. Compared to the previous study, our model consid-
ered an additional mediation factor: NMRE. In accordance with previous evi-
dence (Lyvers et al., 2008; Thorberg & Lyvers, 2010), our data confirm the
existence of a correlation between the fear of intimacy and NMRE measures.
NMRE have been studied in the context of social learning theory, thus indicat-
ing that these meta-cognitive aspects of emotional regulation develop as a result
of learning in the context of interpersonal relationships (Catanzaro & Mearns,
1990, 2016).

It is therefore possible that the fear of intimacy strengthens if the subjects
have low levels of NMRE, and that, in turn, low levels of NMRE are associated
with higher levels of the fear of intimacy, thereby infusing each other. Based on
our data, NMRE may play a mediating role between alexithymic traits and
insecure attachment. According to some previous evidence (Lyvers, Brown,
et al., 2019; Lyvers, Kohlsdorf, et al., 2017; Spence & Courbasson, 2012;
Thorberg et al., 2019), alexithymic subjects tend to report lower levels of
NRME, suggesting poor negative mood regulation. Emotional stimuli may
result in high distress and negative emotions in people with high levels of alex-
ithymia (Thorberg et al., 2019). The emotional regulating deficits typical of
alexithymic subjects may therefore, through the experience of emotional
stress, increase the structure of negative meta-cognitions related to the ability
to manage negative emotional states.

Consequently, on the basis of NMRE, the subject may apply dysfunctional
coping and emotional avoidance strategies in order to reduce distress from emo-
tional stimuli and, in this regard, NMRE could therefore contribute to the
maintenance of insecure models of adult attachment.

In conclusion, subjects with high levels of alexithymia tend to experience
anxiety in relationships and insecure attachment. Emotional regulation deficits
in alexithymic subjects may increase the fear of intimacy and NMRE which, in
turn, may increase the maintenance of insecure attachment forms.

From this perspective, insecure attachment may be the subject’s an attempt to
seek the proximity of a co-specific and reduce the distress resulting from emo-
tional stimuli, especially in interpersonal relationships.

For certain reasons, interpretations of our data must take into account the
limitations of this study. In fact, the cross-sectional approach limits us in
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inferring the causality of the relationship between the measured variables, and
therefore, longitudinal studies are necessary. In addition, self-report measures
may be influenced by aspects of memory, social desirability, and text compre-
hension. Therefore, different instruments and observers should be involved in
future studies.

In addition, the RAAS is an indicator of the insecurity of the attachment
bond and, in itself, does not measure the style of attachment. Therefore, future
studies will be able to adopt specific tools, such as the adult attachment inter-
view, and study the relationship between constructs taking into account the
different types of attachment links identified by theorists.

Finally, one should take into account the low probability of detecting alex-
ithymic participants in a sample selected from the general population, as alex-
ithymia rates in the general population range from 9 to 17% for men and 5 to
10% for women (e.g., Franz et al., 2008; Mattila et al., 2007). However, while
the diagnosis of alexithymia can be extremely useful in clinical practice, in sci-
entific analyses classifying participants into alexithymic and non-alexithymic
groups can limit statistical analyses and, therefore, a more dimensional
approach to analysing the level of alexithymia may be more useful (Bagby
et al., 2020; �Scigała et al., 2020). Thus, the TAS-20 was used as a measure of
alexithymia and a total TAS-20 score was calculated. The total TAS-20 score,
based on empirical evidence accumulated over more than 25 years, accurately
reflects and measures the construct of alexithymia, thus, measuring individual
differences in alexithymia. It can be noted that it is recommended that research-
ers analyse TAS-20 scores as a continuous variable rather than classifying par-
ticipants into alexithymic and non-alexithymic groups (Bagby et al., 2020).Our
data may have implications for the assessment and treatment of individuals with
alexithymia.

The evaluation of subjects with alexithymia should include the adult attach-
ment bond, and further, some mediation factors such as the fear of intimacy and
NMRE. In addition, these mediation factors may be considered as the target of
possible psychotherapeutic strategies. In particular, established techniques in
cognitive-behavioural therapies seem to achieve positive results compared to
both the fear of intimacy (Wetterneck & Hart, 2012) and NMRE (Catanzaro
& Mearns, 2016).
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