
Journal of Affective Disorders Reports 16 (2024) 100743

Available online 26 January 2024
2666-9153/© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier B.V. This is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Brief Report 
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A B S T R A C T   

Background: The present study aimed to investigate if romantic attachment dimensions and alexithymia could 
significantly predict the dyadic adjustment of individuals in a romantic relationship. 
Methods: To achieve these goals, 410 participants, who were in a romantic relationship, were asked to complete 
an anonymous online survey, which included the following measures: Toronto Alexithymia Scale, Experience in 
Close Relationship Scale and Dyadic Adjustment Scale. 
Results: The hierarchical regression analysis revealed that only avoidant attachment dimansion was a significant 
predictor of dyadic adjustment in the final model. However, alexithymia was found to be negatively and indi-
rectly associated with dyadic adjustment through the effect of avoidant attachment. Indeed, avoidant attachment 
significantly mediated the association between alexithymia and dyadic adjustment. 
Limitations: We used self-report measures, and we adopted a cross-sectional design. The sample comprised a 
higher number of women and well-educated participants. 
Conclusions: The current findings highlight the importance, from a clinical perspective, of paying attention to the 
planning of tailored psychological treatments directed at individuals who are in a relationship to reduce the 
levels of insecure attachment and alexithymia.   

1. Introduction 

Research on romantic relationships has often been focused on dyadic 
adjustment, a multidimensional construct that includes the subjective 
perception of tensions in the couple and degree of happiness, agreement, 
affective expression, and cohesion between the partner (Spanier, 1976). 
Several personal, relational, and psychological characteristics of an in-
dividual can play a role in dyadic adjustment (Constant et al., 2021; 
Romeo et al., 2022). 

Among those factors, attachment determines the way of being in a 
relationship with the other, in terms of defining the image of self and the 
image of the other (Constant et al., 2021; Li and Chan, 2012). Particu-
larly, the anxious attachment dimension characterises individuals who 
worry about being abandoned by their partners, while the avoidant 
dimension is typical of individuals who fear closeness and dependence 
on others (Li and Chan, 2012). Both those insecure attachment di-
mensions have been negatively associated with the quality of romantic 
relationships (Siegel et al., 2019). Those dimensions are also associated 
with difficulties in emotion recognition and regulation processes 
(Besharat et al., 2014; Lyvers et al., 2021; Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007; 
Montebarocci et al., 2004; Taylor et al., 2014). 

Alexithymia is characterised by difficulties in identifying and 
describing one’s own emotions and an externally oriented thinking 
(Taylor et al., 2003). Since it has often been associated with difficulties 
in sentimental communication with partners and lower relationship 
satisfaction (Hesse and Gibbons, 2019; Lyvers et al., 2021), alexithymia 
can play a role in dyadic adjustment, together with attachment di-
mensions (Besharat et al., 2014; El Frenn et al. 2022; Karukivi et al., 
2014; Taylor et al., 2014). 

Although some evidence of the relationship between attachment 
dimensions, alexithymia, and romantic relationship is present in the 
literature, it is not extensive and previous studies often investigated the 
quality of intimate relationship using different constructs that only 
partly overlap with that of dyadic adjustment (Besharat et al., 2014; El 
Frenn et al. 2022; Karukivi et al., 2014; Taylor et al., 2014). Interest-
ingly, in addition to the negative association between insecure attach-
ment dimensions and relationship quality (Siegel et al., 2019), and 
between alexithymia and relationship satisfaction (Hesse and Gibbons, 
2019; Lyvers et al., 2021), studies that have examined both alexithymia 
and attachment dimensions have shown that the association between 
those constructs and relationship satisfaction may not be direct 
(Besharat et al., 2014; El Frenn et al., 2022; Karukivi et al., 2014; Taylor 
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et al., 2014). For example, Karukivi et al. (2014) found that alexithymia 
was not directly associated with marital satisfaction, and the study of 
Besharat et al. (2014) showed that attachment dimensions played a role 
in the association between alexithymia and marital satisfaction. 

Based on this evidence, the main aim of this study was to investigate 
the predictive role of anxiety and avoidance attachment dimensions and 
alexithymia in the dyadic adjustment of individuals in a romantic rela-
tionship. We hypothesised that both these constructs could play a sig-
nificant role in explaining dyadic adjustment. 

2. Methods 

Data were collected using an anonymous online survey from 4 
December 2020 to 10 January 2021. A snowball sampling strategy was 
employed, wherein the participants were initially recruited via online 
advertisements and were encouraged to pass the survey link to others. 
The inclusion criteria were as follows: > 18-years-old, sufficient 
knowledge of the Italian language, and being in a stable romantic 
relationship. The following definition of stable relationship was pro-
vided to the participants: “A relationship between two partners who 
share aspects related not only to sexual intimacy, but also to value, 
spiritual, intellectual, and recreational intimacy. It is a relationship 
based on mutual trust, openness to the other and sharing of daily life and 
planning” (Spanier, 1976). A total of 410 participants were eligible for 
the study and made up the final sample. Participants were asked to 
provide sociodemographic information and to complete the following 
validated questionnaires in Italian: (1) Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) 
(Gentili et al., 2002; Spanier, 1976), to evaluate dyadic adjustment; (2) 
Toronto Alexithymia scale (TAS-20) (Bressi et al., 1996; Taylor et al., 
2003), to assess alexithymia; and (3) Experience in Close Relationship 
Scale (ECR-12) (Brugnera et al., 2019; Lafontaine et al., 2016), to 
evaluate attachment to romantic partners. The current data are part of a 
wider investigation and only those relevant to the research question will 
be presented here. 

In order to reach the goal of this study, descriptive data for the total 
sample were first computed and presented as means with standard de-
viations, for continuous variables, or frequencies with percentages, for 
categorical variables. 

As a second step, a hierarchical multiple regression analysis was 
performed to evaluate if sociodemographic variables (age and gender), 
alexithymia, and anxiety/avoidant attachment dimensions could 
significantly predict the DAS total score. Finally, the PROCESS macro 4 
for SPSS (model 4) was employed to verify the possible statistical 
mediation of attachment in the association between alexithymia and 
dyadic adjustment. Ninety-five percent confidence intervals (CI) were 
calculated based on 5000 bootstrap samples. 

Normal distribution was assessed using the indices for asymmetry 
and kurtosis. All variables were normally distributed (values for asym-
metry and kurtosis between − 2 and +2 are considered acceptable in 
order to prove normal univariate distribution; George and Mallery, 
2010). Statistical analyses were conducted using the Statistical Package 
for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26.0 (IBM SPSS Statistics for Win-
dows, Armonk, NY, USA: IBM Corp.). 

This study was approved by the University of Turin Ethics Committee 
(protocol n. 488755) and was conducted in accordance with the 
Declaration of Helsinki. All participants provided written informed 
consent. 

3. Results 

Descriptive data of the sample are presented in Supplementary 
material 1. 

Results of the regression analysis showed that alexithymia ceased to 
be a significant predictor of DAS total score with the introduction of the 
ECR ‘Avoidance’ subscale into the model. In fact, this variable (β =
− 0.548, p < .001) was the only significant predictor of dyadic 

adjustment (DAS total score) in Model 3. The final model was statisti-
cally significant [F(5, 404) = 46.690, p < .001] and explained 37 % of 
the variance (Table 1). 

Starting from these results, we assumed that attachment avoidance 
might be a mediator in the relationship between alexithymia and dyadic 
adjustment. Therefore, a mediation model was tested. 

Results of mediation analysis showed a significant indirect effect of 
TAS-20 total score on DAS total score via ECR ‘Avoidance’, b = − 0.241, 
BCa CI [− 0.316, − 0.172] (Fig. 1). This suggests that higher levels of 
alexithymia were related to lower dyadic adjustment, indirectly through 
the effect of avoidant attachment dimension. 

4. Discussion 

Confirming our hypotheses, the present study revealed that both 
attachment and alexithymia play a significant role in dyadic adjustment. 

Specifically, avoidant attachment dimension was a significant pre-
dictor of dyadic adjustment: higher scores on attachment avoidance 
were, in fact, associated with lower levels of dyadic adjustment. 

It is well known both from theoretical framework and from several 
empirical studies that attachment plays a significant role in the quality 
of couple relationships (Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007). Several re-
searchers have described a negative association between both anxious 
and avoidant attachment and dyadic adjustment (Noftle and Shaver, 
2006; Li and Chan, 2012; Siegel et al., 2019). Particularly, in line with 
our findings, Noftle and Shaver (2006) found that avoidant attachment 
was negatively correlated with relationship quality, and it was found to 
predict relationship quality better than personality factors. 

Moreover, our results showed that alexithymia was negatively and 
indirectly associated with dyadic adjustment: avoidant attachment 
dimension mediated the association between alexithymia and dyadic 
adjustment. 

Compared to this result, previous evidence seems to be more 
inconsistent. Some studies have shown a direct association between 
alexithymia and marital satisfaction (Taylor et al., 2014; Hesse and 
Gibbons, 2019; Lyvers et al., 2021), whereas others have revealed an 
indirect association. Particularly, in line with our results, the study by 
Besharat et al. (2014) found that avoidant attachment moderated the 
relationship between alexithymia and marital satisfaction. Similar re-
sults were obtained by Karukivi et al. (2014) in a sample of pregnant 
women: alexithymia was significantly associated with higher anxiety 
and avoidance in the relationship and appeared to have a significant 
effect on relationship-related anxiety and avoidance. 

Taken together, these findings seem to emphasize not only the 
important role that both adult attachment and alexithymia play in 
dyadic adjustment, but also the complex link that the same variables 
have with each other within the couple’s health. 

Indeed, it is well known that alexithymia and attachment are two 
closely related factors and that people with insecure attachment often 
report increased levels of alexithymia (e.g., Montebarocci et al., 2004). 
These constructs are relatively stable in adulthood and can influence 
self-regulation processes and behavioural strategies in romantic re-
lations (e.g., Mikulincer and Shaver, 2007). 

4.1. Limitations 

This study has limitations that should be acknowledged. First, we 
adopted a cross-sectional design, not allowing causal inferences. Second, 
we used only self-report measures and an online survey, which might 
facilitate responses influenced by social desirability bias or random 
compilation. Third, our sample comprised a higher number of women 
and well-educated participants, affecting the generalisability of the re-
sults to a population with different sociodemographic characteristics. 
Finally, no other psychological variables that might be associated with 
our constructs of interest were investigated. Further studies should thus 
recruit more heterogeneous samples and use a longitudinal design to 
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confirm the present findings. 

5. Conclusions 

The present findings revealed that both attachment and alexithymia 
play a significant role in dyadic adjustment, with avoidant attachment 
that mediated the relationship between alexithymia and dyadic 
adjustment. 

These results may have important implications for clinicians. 
Particularly, therapists should target their intervention both on the 
improvement of emotional regulation strategies and on the reprocessing 
of the representation of self and others developed through the attach-
ment process. This intervention could help couples develop a greater 
feeling of security in their relationship and improve their dyadic 
adjustment. 
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