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Titulo: La influencia del apego sobre el bienestar en la juventud: el rol me-
diador de la regulacién emocional.

Resumen: Las personas construyen y mantienen vinculos emocionales a lo
largo de todo su desarrollo vital. El modo de vincularse, es decir, el estilo
de apego es consecuencia de los modelos mentales de relacién construidos
durante las experiencias afectivas. El apego inseguro se caracteriza por una
clevada ansiedad y/o evitacion al establecer relaciones interpersonales. Es-
tas personas podrian beneficiarse especialmente del aprendizaje de estrate-
gias adecuadas para regular sus emociones en la juventud, y asi, aumentar
su grado de bienestar. El objetivo del presente trabajo fue estudiar la rela-
cién entre el apego y el bienestar subjetivo en una muestra de jévenes de
Espafia, contemplando la regulacién emocional como variable mediadora.
Participaron 126 jovenes (61.9% mujeres) entre 19 y 26 afios (Medad =
24.16; DTeaaa = 3.54). Se utiliz6 el cuestionario Experiencias en Relaciones
Intimas (ECR-S), la Escala Espaiola de Meta-Estado de Animo (TMMS-
24), la Escala de Satisfaccién con la Vida (SWLS) y la Escala de Experien-
cias Positivas y Negativas (SPANE). Se realizaron analisis de correlaciéon
mediante SPSS version 24.0 y andlisis de mediacién con PROCESS. Los
resultados indican que la regulacién emocional media la relaciéon entre la
ansiedad de vinculacién y el bienestar. La evitacién de la intimidad no pare-
ce estar relacionada con la regulacién emocional ni con el bienestar. Se po-
ne de manifiesto la importancia de potenciar el bienestar en la juventud a
través de la educacion emocional, especialmente en jovenes con rasgos an-
siosos en su estilo de apego.
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Abstract: People build and maintain emotional bonds throughout their en-
tire life cycle. Their way of bonding, i.e. their style of attachment, is a con-
sequence of the mental relationship models constructed during their affec-
tive experiences. Individuals with insecure attachment report high anxiety
and/or high avoidance when establishing interpersonal relationships.
These young people could benefit above all from learning appropriate
strategies for regulating their emotions, and thus increase their level of
well-being. This paper studies the relationship between attachment and
subjective well-being in Spanish young people, considering emotion regula-
tion as a mediating vatiable. 126 young people (61.9% female) between the
ages of 19 and 26 participated (Meanage = 24.16; SDage = 3.54). The Expe-
riences in Close Relationships questionnaire (ECR-S), the Spanish Trait
Meta- Mood Scale (TMMS-24), the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS)
and the Scale of Positive and Negative Experience (SPANE) were used.
Correlation were performed using SPSS version 24.0 and mediation anal-
yses were performed using PROCESS. The results indicate that emotion
regulation mediates the relationship between attachment anxiety and well-
being. Avoidance of intimacy is not related to emotion regulation or well-
being. The importance of enhancing well-being in youth through emotion-
al education is remarkable, especially among young individuals with anx-
ious attachment traits.

Keywords: Attachment. Emotion regulation. Well-being. Youth.

Introduction

The construction of attachment in eartly childhood
and its evolution into adulthood

Attachment is the capacity that leads people to build and
maintain emotional bonds with other human beings
throughout their lives (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). The main
functions of attachment are the search for security and pro-
tection, provided by primary caregivers in early childhood,
and later by interpersonal relationships -such as the senti-
mental partner- in adulthood (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011; Man-
ning et al., 2017).

According to Bowlby's attachment theory (1979), people
who have received a space of protection and assistance in
times of threat or harm from their primary caregivers, and a
base on which to lean and explore the world, form a type of
secure attachment (Oliva-Delgado, 2004). People with secure
attachment develop a mental model of trust in their envi-
ronment, and a positive appreciation of themselves and oth-
ers (Pinedo-Palacios & Santelices-Alvarez, 20006). However,
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people who had caregivers who were absent or with incon-
sistent responses in childhood develop an insecure attach-
ment, characterized by negative mental models of them-
selves and distrust towards others (Kivlighan et al., 2017).

In adulthood, attachment style is defined through two
dimensions: anxiety and avoidance (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Anxiety is the degree to which a person worries be-
cause his or her attachment figures are not available in times
of need, is afraid of being abandoned, deceived, or not being
enough for others (Drake, 2014). Avoidance is the extent to
which a person mistrusts others, and therefore prefers to
maintain behavioral independence and emotional distance,
avoiding intimacy in their relationships (Mili & Raakhee,
2015).

Adults with a secure attachment style have low anxiety
and low avoidance, comfort with closeness and interdepend-
ence, confidence in seeking support, and cope with stress
constructively (Mikulincer et al., 2003). They also present a
high level of positive affect and are able to recognize and
express emotions easily (van Rosmalen et al., 2016).

Adults with insecure attachment styles may be either anx-
ious or avoidant (Brennan et al., 1998). Those with insecure
anxious attachment have high levels of anxiety and low
avoidance, a strong need for closeness, concerns about rela-
tionships, and a remarkable fear of rejection (Kerr et al.,
2003). The predominant emotional state is worry and fear of
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separation, and a low tolerance of suffering (Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2007). This insecure anxious attachment style is
associated with higher levels of negative affect (e. g. hostility,
sadness, guilt, fear, and nervousness) and lower levels of
positive affect (e. g. calm and serenity) (Drake et al,, 2011).
Those with insecure avoidant attachment have high levels of
avoidance and low levels of anxiety, which translates into a
preference for emotional distance from others and a strong
need for self-sufficiency (Andriopoulos, & Kafetsios, 2015).
A characteristic of the high avoidance style is minimization
of affect: although they present episodes of high levels of
hostility, they tend to hide their anger by denying their emo-
tion or presenting themselves as positive (Kivlighan et al.,
2017).

In short, each individual's way of bonding is a conse-
quence of the mental relationship models constructed in
their affective expetiences and tends to remain during the
different stages of the life cycle (Hazan & Shaver, 1987,
Howard & Steele, 2018).

The relationship between attachment and emotion
regulation

Emotion regulation is the process by which a person ex-
erts an influence on how they experience and how they ex-
press their emotions (Gross & John, 2003). This capacity for
emotional management enables flexibility in emotional reac-
tions in order to be able to respond adaptively to the de-
mands of the environment (Gross, 2015). Certain individual
differences in temperament, such as the ability to calm one-
self, influence the development of emotion regulation
(Séguin & MacDonald, 2018).

Temperament is the way in which the individual interacts
with his or her surroundings, including the intensity and
speed of the activation of their emotions before an event,
and the ease and speed of return to the emotional baseline
when it ends (Blair et al., 2004). This temperamental disposi-
tion has a biological or genetic component, but it is also in-
fluenced by the environment and life experiences with others
(van Wijk et al., 2019). In specific terms, babies begin to reg-
ulate their emotions through social referencing with their
first primary categiver, and this link impacts on both biologi-
cal and psychological development (Satisoy, 2017).

Attachment is conceived in eatly childhood as the dyadic
regulation of emotion, which in a secure attachment bond
will impact the quality of the child's expression, modulation,
and emotional flexibility (Sroufe, 2000; Tobin et al., 2007).
Securely attached children openly express their emotions,
manifest high levels of curiosity and exploration for novel
stimuli, while modulating their level of arousal in the face of
intense stimulation, more easily adjust the expression of their
impulses to the context, and turn to an adult when their own
capacities fail (Altan-Atalay, 2019; Kerr et al., 2003). Mean-
while, children with anxious attachment tend to experience
difficulties when faced with emotional challenges in their re-
lationships with peers, and present higher levels of discom-
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fort and stress when they are deprived of parental attention,
while those with avoidant attachment tend to use distracting
strategies in stressful situations (Altan-Atalay, 2019; Diener,
Mangelsdorf, McHale, & Frosch, 2002).

In adulthood, differences persist in the way emotions are
regulated according to the style of attachment (Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2007). People with a secure style are more com-
fortable when secking emotional and instrumental support
and tend to rely on others (Garrido-Rojas, 2006). They find
it easier to experience, express and manifest their emotions,
and do not become immersed in worries and negative mem-
ories (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2013). They seck support when
under stress, and regulate their emotions in constructive
ways, feel comfortable exploring new stimuli, are less hostile
and more empathetic (Manning et al., 2017; Marganska et al.,
2013).

Among people with an insecure attachment style, on the
one hand, those with high levels of anxiety are hypervigilant
to stress, and when regulating their emotions, they react by
hyperactivating their proximity-seeking strategies (Mikulincer
& Florian, 2003). They have a limited capacity to regulate
negative emotional events, which is compatible with the state
of worry in which they frequently find themselves (Ben-
Naim et al., 2013). People with high avoidance have limita-
tions in recognizing stress (Andriopoulos & Kafetsios, 2015).
They use emotional deactivation as a regulatory strategy, de-
fending themselves from stress, excluding painful thoughts
and memories from their consciousness (Kivlighan et al.,
2017).

Emotion regulation in adulthood is also positively related
to other variables such as mental health (Skoyen et al., 2013),
happiness (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2013) and job performance
(Ronen & Zuroff, 2017).

The influence of attachment and emotion regulation
on subjective well-being

Subjective well-being is defined as the sense of vitality,
interest and positive mood, and is assessed through the indi-
vidual’s subjective assessment of his satisfaction with his life
and affective well-being (Diener et al, 2010; Jovanovid,
2015). It includes affective, physical, cognitive, spititual, so-
cial and individual processes (Joshanloo, 2018). Adequate
emotion regulation in youth is positively related to subjective
well-being (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011; Stevenson et al.,
2018).

Secure attachment is a determining factor for psycholog-
ical health and for well-being (Kafetsios & Sideridis, 2006;
Wei et al., 2011; Marrero-Quevedo et al., 2018). Conversely,
high anxiety and avoidance in attachment are associated with
lower levels of well-being and satisfaction with life (La
Guardia et al., 2000; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011), as well
as fewer positive emotions and more negative emotions in
relationships (Ben-Naim et al., 2013; Stevenson et al., 2018).

Karreman and Vingerhoets (2012) noted that emotion
regulation acts as a mediator between attachment style and
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well-being. Other studies suggest emotion regulation as a
mediating variable between attachment and other factors,
such as social anxiety (Nielsen et al., 2017) or empathy
(Troyer & Greitemeyer, 2018). However, no literature has
been found on the mediating role of emotion regulation be-
tween attachment and well-being specifically in youth, nor in
the Spanish population.

The importance of well-being in young people

Youth is considered an important stage for the study of
attachment, emotion regulation and well-being, as it is a
transitional period during which people begin to develop
adult roles, such as finding a romantic partner or stable em-
ployment (Arnett, 2007). Young Spaniards are a population
especially susceptible to stress, given current working and
social conditions (Ortega, 2013). Naturally, difficulties arise
in learning the new skills and competencies required at this
stage, which in addition to the complications arising from a
complex historical, social and economic context, could lead
young people to lower levels of well-being, to develop de-
pressive and/or anxious symptoms and suffer relationship
difficulties (Cantazaro & Wei, 2010; Rivera et al., 2011). This
could have relevant repercussions for society at an economic
and health level, as it is a public health problem (Domino et
al.,, 2009; Joshanloo, 2018).

Aims of this study

The aim of this paper is to study the relationship be-
tween attachment and subjective well-being among a sample
of young Spaniards, considering the mediating role of emo-
tion regulation. Based on previous studies (e.g. Karreman &
Vingerhoets, 2012; Stevenson et al, 2018; Troyer &
Greitemeyer, 2018), we propose the following hypotheses:
(I) anxiety and avoidance in attachment will be negatively re-
lated to emotion regulation and well-being; (II) emotion reg-
ulation will be positively related to well-being; and (III) emo-
tion regulation will mediate the relationship between anxiety
and well-being on the one hand; and between avoidance and
well-being on the other.

Method

Participants

126 Spanish young people aged between 19 and 36 years
old participated in the study (Mage = 24.16; SDage = 3.54), of
which 61.9% were women. 69.84% of the sample currently
had a romantic partner. 84.92% identified themselves as het-
erosexual, 5.55% as homosexual, and 9.52% as bisexual.

Instruments

The Experiences in Close Relationship questionnaire
(ECR-S; Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; validated version
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in Spanish by Alonso-Arbiol, Balluerka, and Shaver (2007)
was used to measure attachment. This instrument consists of
36 items with a scale of seven response alternatives (1 = To-
tally disagree; 7 = Totally agree). It evaluates two dimensions
of attachment: anxiety and avoidance. Reliability is high
among our sample, with « = .88 for the avoidance scale and
o = .92 for the anxiety scale.

The Spanish Trait Meta-Mood Scale (TMMS-24; Fer-
nandez-Berrocal et al., 2004) was used for evaluating emo-
tion regulation. This instrument measures emotional intelli-
gence and consists of 24 items on a scale with five alternative
responses (1 = No agreement; 5 = Totally agree). It evalu-
ates three factors of emotional intelligence: attention, clarity
and repair. Only the repair scale, aimed at evaluating the per-
son's beliefs about his or her own ability to regulate his or
her feelings, was used in this study. The reliability of this
scale for our sample is high (x = .83).

Subjective well-being was assessed using the variables of
life satisfaction and affective well-being (Diener, 2000). On
the one hand, the Satisfaction With Life Scale was used
(SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; validated version in Spanish by
Atienza et al., 2000). This brief scale assesses people's satis-
faction with their living conditions. It consists of 5 items,
with a scale of seven alternative answers (I = Completely
disagree; 7 = Completely agree). The scale has good reliabil-
ity in our sample (« = .86). The Scale of Positive and Nega-
tive Experience (SPANE; Diener et al., 2010) was used to
measure affective well-being. This scale consists of 12 items,
with 6 referring to positive experiences and 6 to negative or
wortying experiences. Participants are asked to rate the fre-
quency they have experienced positive and negative feelings
during the past month on a scale of five alternative respons-
es (1 = Never; 5 = Always). It has two dimensions: positive
affect and negative affect, and a global scale of overall affec-
tive well-being which is a balance of the other two. The scale
presents acceptable psychometric properties in our sample (x
= .70 for the positive affect scale and « = .74 for the nega-
tive affect scale).

Procedure

The participants’ data were collected using the instru-
ments described above, in accordance with the principles of
the ethical standards of the World Medical Association's
Declaration of Helsinki (2013). The confidentiality and ano-
nymity of the data was maintained by using a research partic-
ipation code that was not identifiable with the subject’s per-
sonal data. The data were then entered and statistically ana-
lyzed.

Data analysis
The data were analyzed using the statistical package SPSS
(version 24.0) and PROCESS (Hayes, 2013). PROCESS is a

tool that integrates various previously published statistical
functions for the execution of mediation and moderation
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analysis. Correlation analysis between the variables was car-
ried out, and four mediation models were tested in this
study. Two mediation models performed with PROCESS
(model number 4), bootstrapping for indirect effects was de-
termined at 10.000, and the confidence level for confidence
intervals at 95%. The estimation for the confidence intervals
was performed using the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) and
Maximum Likelihood (ML) methods. The total effects of the
mediation model were also calculated.

Results
Bivariate correlations

The correlational analyses (Table 1) showed that life sat-
isfaction and well-being are strongly correlated (r = .68; p =
.000). Emotion regulation correlates positively with life satis-
faction (r = .38; p = .000) and affective well-being (r = .50; p
=.000).

The anxiety dimension of attachment correlates negative-
ly with emotion regulation (r = -.24; p = .008), satisfaction
with life (r = -.24; p = .006) and affective well-being (r = -
.34; p = .000). The dimension of avoidance does not corre-
late with any of the variables studied.

Table 1. Pearson's correlations between the variables studied.

ANX AVOID REG LS WB
ANX 1
AVOID .10 1
REG -.24% -.07 1
LS -.24% -07 38K 1
WB - 34 -.03 S50%* .68** 1

* p <.01,%* p <.001; ANX = Attachment Anxiety; AVOID = Attachment
Avoidance; REG = Emotion regulation; LS = Satisfaction with Life; WB =
Affective Well-Being,

Mediation models

Two mediation models were carried out: in model A, the
dependent variable was life satisfaction, and in model B, af-
fective well-being. The independent variable was attachment
anxiety, and the mediating variable was emotion regulation in
both models. The mediation models were not performed
with avoidance as an independent variable, since in the cor-
relation analysis we observed that avoidance is not signifi-
cantly related to emotion regulation, or to subjective well-
being.

As observed in model A (Figure 1), attachment anxiety
explains emotion regulation (B = -1.22; # = 19.69; p = .008;
SE = 45; LLCI = -2.11; ULCI = -.33), and emotion regula-
tion explains life satisfaction (B = 0.33; # = 4.00; p = .000;
SE = .08; LLCI = .17, ULCI = .50). As the total effect
shows, attachment anxiety explains life satisfaction on its
own (B =-1.22; r=-2.78; p = .006; SE = .44; L.LLCI = -2.09;
ULCI = -.35). As the direct effect indicates, when emotion
regulation is introduced, this relationship ceases to be signif-
icant (B = -0.82; = -1.91; p = .058; SE = .47; LL.CI = -1.66;

anales de psicologia/ annals of psychology, 2021, vol. 37, n® 1 (january)

ULCI = .03). This mediation model explains 16.72% (R? =
.1672) of the variance of life satisfaction.

Emotion
Regulation
-1.22% gu 0.33%*
Attachment Satisfaction
anxiety with Life
TE=-122%
DE =-0.82

Figure 1. Model A.* p < .05, ** p < .001. TE= Total Effect. DE= Direct
Effect. R?=.1672; I = 12.35; p = .000; Indirect Effect = -.40; SE = .21;
Bool LCI = -0.90; BootULCI = -0.07.

As shown in model B (Figure 2), attachment anxiety ex-
plains emotion regulation (B = -1.22; £ = -2.71; p = .008; SE
= .45; LLCI = -2.11; ULCI = -.33), and emotion regulation
explains affective well-being (B = 0.56; # = 5.76; p = .000; SE
=.10; LLCI = .37, ULCI = .75). As the total effect shows,
attachment anxiety explains affective well-being on its own
(B = -2.16; t+ = -3.96; p = .000; SE = .55; LLCI = -3.23;
ULCI = -1.08). As the direct effect indicates, when emotion
regulation is introduced, the relationship remains significant
(B = -148; r = -2.95; p = .004; SE = .50; LLCI = -2.47,
ULCI = -.49). This mediation model explains 30.16% (R? =
.30106) of the variance of affective well-being,.

Emotion
13+ Regulation 0.56%
Attachment Affective
anxiety TE = -2.16%* Well-being
DE = -1.48*

Figure 2. Model B. * p < .05, ** p < .001. TE= Total Effect. DE= Direct
Effect. R?=.3016; ' = 26.56; p = .000; Indirect Effect = -.68; SE = .31;
Boot I.CT = -1.40; BootULCI = -.14.

In short, our results show that emotion regulation medi-
ates the relationship between anxiety and subjective well-
being,

Discussion

Emotion regulation is the process by which a person exerts
an influence on how they experience and express their emo-
tions (Gross & John, 2003). There are differences in the way
emotions are regulated according to each person's style of at-
tachment (Garrido-Rojas, 2006; Kivlighan et al., 2017; Man-
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ning et al., 2017), which in turn influences their level of sub-
jective well-being (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011; Stevenson
et al., 2018).

Previous studies suggest that emotion regulation may be
mediating the relationship between attachment style and sub-
jective well-being, which explains the relationship between
these two variables (Nielsen et al., 2017). Youth is an stage in
development when people begin to develop the skills and
competencies of adulthood, and a time when they are partic-
ularly susceptible to increased stress and reduced well-being
(Cantazaro & Wei, 2010; Rivera et al., 2011). As a result, the
objective of this work was to study the relationship between
anxiety and avoidance of attachment with subjective well-
being in young Spanish adults, considering the mediating
role of emotion regulation.

Our first hypothesis suggested that anxiety and attach-
ment avoidance will be negatively related to emotion regula-
tion and well-being (Ben-Naim et al, 2013; Marrero-
Quevedo et al.,, 2018). The results are partially consistent
with this hypothesis: this relationship occurs in the case of
anxiety, but not in the case of avoidance. This means that
people with greater attachment anxiety, who are more con-
cerned about their attachment bonds and suffer greater fear
of being abandoned or deceived, also have more difficulty
regulating their emotions, and report significantly lower lev-
els of subjective well-being (Garrido-Rojas, 2006; Manning
et al,, 2017). However, people with a greater tendency to
avoidance, who prefer to establish a low level of intimacy in
their relationships and maintain emotional distance, do not
seem to have poorer emotion regulation, and nor do they
report lower levels of subjective well-being.

The absence of relationship between avoidance and the
other variables in our study (emotion regulation and subjec-
tive well-being), could be explained by several reasons. One
possibility is that since these are self-report questionnaires —
which evaluate the subjective perception of skill — avoidant
people overestimate their ability to regulate their emotions,
as a consequence of their poor awareness of their emotional
wortld (Kafetsios & Sideridis, 2006; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007). Another possibility is related to the emotion regula-
tion strategy most used by avoidant people: the deactivation
of emotions. They could therefore report a high level of af-
fective well-being, because one of their usual mechanisms is
to defend themselves from stress by excluding painful emo-
tions, thoughts, and memories from their consciousness
(Andriopoulos & Kafetsios, 2015).

In our second hypothesis, we stated that emotion regula-
tion will be positively related to subjective well-being: the re-
sults are consistent with this hypothesis. People who have
greater capacity to manage their emotions and behaviours
have a greater tendency to present higher levels of satisfac-
tion with life, and to report more positive emotions and
pleasant experiences (Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2013).

The results suggest the partial confirmation of our third
hypothesis, which suggested that emotion regulation will be

ing in Spanish youth: the mediating role of emotion regnlation 25

mediating the relationship between anxiety/avoidance and
well-being. This mediation takes place in the case of attach-
ment anxiety, but it does not occur in the case of attachment
avoidance. Specifically, attachment anxiety does not appear
to directly influence satisfaction with life, but it does have an
influence through the mediation of emotion regulation. Peo-
ple with high levels of anxiety have poorer strategies for reg-
ulate their emotions, which could lead to lower levels of sat-
isfaction with their lives. Attachment anxiety also negatively
affects a person's ability to deal with negative experiences,
both directly and because of difficulties in managing their
emotional states. The results obtained are consistent with the
findings of Karreman and Vingerhoets (2012).

This study is not free of limitations. One of these is that,
although the instrument used to measure emotional ability
(Fernandez-Berrocal et al., 2004) is one of the most widely
validated in the Spanish-speaking population (Valdivia-
Vazquez et al., 2015), it is a self-report instrument that eval-
uates the perception of competence, and not competence it-
self. It would be interesting to replicate the results using oth-
er measures of emotion regulation, with either more specific
instruments for measuring this construct, or through tasks of
execution aptitude.

For future research along this line, we propose to expand
the study sample to confirm whether the results obtained are
maintained in different populations. It would also be inter-
esting to check the causality of our results in a longitudinal
study. Based on the findings of this research, we emphasize
the interest of developing psychoeducational programs for
learning strategies for emotion regulation, as a way to in-
crease the life satisfaction and affective well-being of young
people with anxious attachment tendencies. We believe that
young people with avoidant attachment tendencies are more
likely to benefit from interventions focused on increasing
perception, labeling, and understanding of emotions than
from interventions focused on regulation (Andriopoulos &
Kafetsios, 2015).

Why do we need to invest resources in promoting young
people's well-being? First, youth is a crucial period when
people are especially susceptible to stress, as they begin to
feel the demands of adult roles very strongly (Arnett, 2007).
Second, young people are a sector of the population that
have suffered particularly as a result of Spain’s socio-
economic situation (Ortega, 2013). If we also take into ac-
count the close relationship between well-being levels and
mental health and social adjustment (Mikulincer & Florian,
2003), the social need in our country to invest resoutces in
promoting young people well-being is evident (Domino et
al., 2009). By enhancing the vitality, interest and positive
mood of the youngest sector of society by appropriate emo-
tional education, we could have a physically and mentally
healthier population, better prepared for work and for rela-
tionships with others, and for establishing secure families in
the future (Jovanovi¢, 2015; Ronen & Zuroff, 2017; Skoyen
et al,, 2013).
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