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Separation anxiety in a community sample of Italian emerging adults
and its relationship with dimensions of borderline personality
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ABSTRACT

Research studies focusing on separation anxiety and its relation with other measures of anxiety and personality-relevant variables
in community samples are still scarce. This study aimed to describe in a dimensional perspective the relationship between separation
anxiety symptoms, anxiety levels, and personality traits in a community sample of Italian emerging adults. A sample of 260 college stu-
dents [mean age (M,,)=21.22, standard deviation (SD)=1.91, 79.6% females] completed the adult separation anxiety questionnaire-27
(ASA-27), the state and trait anxiety inventory-Y (STAI-Y), and the personality assessment inventory borderline scale (PAI-BOR).
ASA-27 was significantly and positively correlated with the PAI borderline scale. The mediation model showed that ASA-27 influenced
the PAI-BOR through trait anxiety. Clinical implications of the study for psychotherapy research are discussed.
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Introduction

Adult separation anxiety disorder (ASAD) - diagnosed
in adults who have an unusually strong fear or anxiety to
separating from people to whom they feel a strong attach-
ment or boundaries - causes clinically significant distress
or impairment in social, academic, occupational, or other
important areas of functioning [Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorder 5™ edition (DSM-5); Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013].

In recent years, specific attention has been given to
ASAD. The literature has focused attention on epidemiol-
ogy prevalence and age of onset - connected with DSM-5
(e.g., Shear, Jin, Ruscio, Walters, & Kessler, 2006; Silove
et al., 2015), and comorbidity (e.g., Shear et al., 2006;
Silove, Claire, Wagner, Manicavasagar, & Rees, 2010).
Moreover, recent papers have focused on the specificity of
this diagnosis in the DSM-5 compared with previous ver-
sions of the DSM, in which the diagnosis was limited to
childhood (e.g., Manicavasagar, Silove, & Hadzi-Pavlovic,
1998; Silove, Manicavasagar, & Pini, 2016). The mentioned
studies were mainly carried out on clinical populations and
little attention has been given to community samples, in
which ASAD clinical diagnosis is not the milestone (Silove
et al., 2015; Moller & Bogels, 2016). Moreover, they paid
attention to the identification of symptoms of adult separa-
tion anxiety from a categorical perspective. Very few papers
have addressed adult separation anxiety symptoms from a
dimensional approach. This perspective might be useful to
create a personality profile in which symptoms relying on
emerging factors might describe typical features and decli-
nations of adult separation anxiety at the specific ages in
which people are more at risk for ASAD symptoms onset
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(Silove et al., 2010; Mroczkowski, Goes, Grados, Bienvenu,
& Greenberg, 2016). Research studies focusing on separa-
tion anxiety, its distinction from other kinds of anxiety, and
its relation with personality-relevant variables in community
samples are still scarce (Bogels, Knappe & Clark, 2013;
Strawn & Dobson, 2017). Concerning, for instance, the im-
portant distinction between state and trait anxiety' (Spiel-
berger, Gorsuch, Lushene, Vagg, and Jacobs, 1983) in one
of the few studies carried out on the considered topic, San-
torelli (2010) found in a group of college students a stronger
correlation between adult separation anxiety and trait anxi-
ety as compared with state anxiety. As for personality vari-
ables, for instance, Wilhelm, Boyce, and Brownhill (2004),
in a group of teachers trainees, found that separation anxiety
was associated with Neuroticism.

Emerging adulthood seems to be a particularly challeng-
ing period from the ‘separation anxiety’ point of view. The
disturbances derived from ASAD can make normal devel-
opmental activities that characterize emerging adulthood
(such as moving away from home, getting married, or being
an independent person issues) very difficult. Starting from
late adolescence to early adulthood, individuals (aged 18-
30 years) are asked in terms of developmental-stage require-
ments to become more independent and explore various life
domains, struggling for identity exploration, instability, self-
focus, and feeling in-between (Arnett, 1997, 2000, 2006).
The term describes primarily young adults living in devel-
oped countries who do not have children, do not live in their
own homes, or do not have sufficient income to become
fully independent. Although adulthood has already been
reached, most people do not perceive themselves entirely as
adults, based on the belief that they have not fully formed
‘individualistic qualities of character’, such as financial and
psychological independence, more responsibilities, and self-
sufficiency. In such a contest, the shift towards more adult-
like experiences could account, among other aspects, for an
increased risk of developing anxiety and mood disorders
and specifically of symptoms of separation anxiety (Tanner,
2006; Mabilia, Di Riso, Lis, & Bobbio, 2019).

Furthermore, few studies have investigated separation
anxiety in emerging adults as they are preparing themselves
to leave their home, usually for the first time, to attend col-
lege. In fact, within the emerging adulthood period, univer-
sity students could be considered a peculiar sample.
According to the Italian Institute of Statistics data (ISTAT,
2018), in Italy, 2.113 million university students, aged be-
tween 20 to 34 years, graduated. At the same time, youth
unemployment is increased with a percentage ranging from
16% to 31.7% among those aged between 15-24 years
(ISTAT, 2018). Eurostat (2014) data showed that in Italy
around half of Italian young adults live at home up to the

! Trait anxiety assesses stable individual differences in anxiety pro-

neness and refers to a general tendency to respond with anxiety to per-
ceived threats in the environment; state anxiety assesses current anxiety
symptoms.
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age of 35 years, and only a few of them are involved in
long-distance romantic relationships and delaying commit-
ment to a stable romantic partner. In this current scenario
Italian young adults - in particular University students -
have more time to experiment with different life possibili-
ties and as a result they experience for a longer time the pe-
riod of emerging adulthood (Arnett & Tanner, 2006). On
the other hand, this period can delay and make it difficult
for them to face their adult responsibilities and to acquire
the necessary capacities to stand alone as a self-sufficient
person, often through extended post-secondary education
(Amett & Galambos, 2003). Furthermore, in the absence
of social safety valves, the prolongation of this transition
period can become ‘a combined developmental undertak-
ing’ (Scabini & Cigoli, 2000) of parents and sons/daugh-
ters. For Italian emerging adults, the demands for
developmentally appropriate levels of separation include
not only a physical separation, but an emotional and iden-
tity individuation that can be maintained throughout adult-
hood (Cramer, 2004; Schwartz, Cote & Arnett, 2005;
Seligman & Wuyec, 2007; Kroger, Martinussen, & Marcia,
2010), and when experiencing difficulties in relationships
with family members and peers (Arnett, 2004; Lewinsohn,
Rohde, Seeley, Klein, & Gotlib, 2003). The condition of
‘being a university student’, unemployed, away from home,
but often economically dependent from home, seem to cre-
ate some difficulties in facing the full transition towards
adulthood, prolonging the separation/individuation process
initiated during adolescence more than necessary; this con-
dition may result in symptoms of separation anxiety in in-
dividuals who had not previously experienced significant
separation anxiety in childhood.

One of the few dimensional instruments devised to as-
sess separation anxiety disorder symptoms occurring
starting the age of 18 years old, is the adult separation
anxiety questionnaire (ASA-27, Manicavasagar, Silove,
Wagner, & Drobny, 2003), which validity was established
in the original study (Manicavasagar, Silove, Curtis, &
Wagner, 2000; Seligman ef al., 2007). However no em-
pirical investigation was carried out to compare separation
anxiety within the important distinction between state and
trait anxiety. Moreover, during the emerging adulthood
period, separation anxiety can be connected with some
clinical features such as emotional lability, interpersonal
difficulties, and uncertainty about identity, which are all
considered ‘physiological’ due to the transition from ado-
lescence and dependency, to adulthood and autonomy -
prolonged in the condition of ‘being a university student’.
These features seem to revoke some of the basic compo-
nents of borderline personality disorders (BPD, DSM-5),
a severe personality disorder with features such as emo-
tional lability, impulsivity, interpersonal difficulties, iden-
tity disturbance, cognitive impairment, separation anxiety,
and fear of abandonment (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion [APA], 2000). However, some studies introduced a
model of borderline psychopathology in which some

[page 23]



symptoms are stable/structural and others are more unsta-
ble/transient and may resolve rapidly (Zanarini et al.,
2007). This model subdivides borderline features into be-
havioral aspects that are considered symptomatic and
episodic due to developmental issues, and into fixed traits,
which are enduring and chronically linked to structured
psychopathological features (Skodol et al., 2005). Taking
into account the episodic nature of some BPD manifesta-
tions in occurrence with specific life events and transient
phases, such as the University period and emerging adult-
hood, our attention was focused on Borderline-like fea-
tures as measured by the personality assessment
inventory-borderline features scale (PAI-BOR) (Morey,
1991, 2007). De Moor, Distel, Trull, and Boomsma (2009)
found that the PAI-BOR can be used to study the etiology
of BPD features in community samples and to screen for
BPD features in nonclinical settings in both genders with
different age ranges. In the same direction, Jackson, Sher,
Gotham, and Wood (2001) underlined the importance to
assess PAI-BOR in the general population. Hence, BPD
features may appear as symptoms of a transition period
(Seligman et al., 2007), such as emotional lability, inter-
personal difficulties, uncertain about identity that could
be connected with separation anxiety.

In recent years (Biasi ef al., 2017) a significant in-
crease of University students’ access to universities’ psy-
chological services showed a growth in students’
psychological distress. Several studies showed that about
one-third/a half of university students present mild to high
levels of subjective sufferance and moderate levels of
stress-related mental health issues, in particular anxiety
and depression (Bayran & Bilgel, 2008; Garlow ef al.,
2008; Keyes et al., 2012). These concerns found among
university students can be considered a public health
problem (Biasi et al., 2017), since they can negatively af-
fect students’ ability to adapt and regulate their emotions,
consequently influencing their academic performance
(Mowbray et al., 2006; Menozzi, Gizzi, Tucci, Patrizi,
Mosca, 2016). From this perspective, university psycho-
logical services might play a significant role in improving
students’ wellbeing and adaptation. An overall assessment
of students’ functioning, including separation anxiety
symptoms and personality traits, might be fundamental in
planning prevention and intervention programs.

To our knowledge, no studies have tried to analyze the
peculiarity of emerging adulthood in university students,
by distinguishing through a dimensional perspective anx-
iety separation symptoms, which take into account both
traits and state anxiety, and personality features. This
paper aimed to try and highlight the boundaries of sepa-
ration anxiety symptoms, levels of state and trait anxiety,
and some personality traits, using respectively the ASA-
27 (Manicavasagar et al., 2003), the state and trait anxiety
inventory-Y (STAI-Y) (Spielberger et al., 1983) and PAI-
BOR (Morey, 1991, 2007) on a community Italian Uni-
versity sample of emerging adults.
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The first specific aim of this study was to investigate
the possible relationship between separation anxiety
measured through the ASA-27 and trait and state anxiety
measured through the STAI-Y (Spielberger ef al., 1983).
A stronger correlation between adult separation anxiety
and trait anxiety was expected as compared with state
anxiety, as already found by Santorelli (2010) in a group
of college students.

A second aim was to identify possible personality vul-
nerability factors associated with separation anxiety. Al-
though it was expected that in the present sample of
emerging adults PAI-BOR will fall in the normal range,
PAI-BOR factors were hypothesized as possible develop-
mental issues in emerging adults. For these reasons, sig-
nificant correlations between separation anxiety and
PAI-BOR and related subscales are expected.

Finally, the role of separation anxiety versus trait anx-
iety on PAI-BOR and subscales were investigated using
a mediation model. It was expected that although trait
anxiety will have a direct influence on PAI-BOR, separa-
tion anxiety will play a significant role as mediator
through an indirect effect on PAI-BOR.

Materials and Methods
Participants and procedure

A total of 260 Italian college students attending the
University of Padova took part in the current study. This
sample was predominantly female (207, 79.6%) and age
ranged between 18 to 31 years [mean age (M,,)=21.22,
standard deviation (SD)=1.91]. All participants indicated
they had never been hospitalized or treated because of
psychiatry symptoms in the past two years. Exclusion cri-
teria included participants who presented a clinical cut-
off on PAI-BOR inventory. Very few (<3% of the total
sample) reported previous psychological counseling or in-
tervention in the past two years for mild problems, yet no
separation anxiety problems. Only 7 subjects (2.8%) of
the total sample were living together with a partner and
just one (0.4%) was married. Trained university master
students supervised the participants while compilating the
self-report measures during regular university hours. The
study procedure was conducted in compliance with the
Declaration of Helsinki (Italian law 196/2003, UE GDPR
679/2016). Participants provided their written assent be-
fore participation. All subjects were informed that data
were collected in an anonymous form, that they could
omit any information they did not wish to provide, and
that they could withdraw from the study at any moment.

Measures
Adult separation anxiety-27

The ASA-27 (Manicavasagar et al., 2003) is a self-re-
port inventory designed to assess separation anxiety
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symptoms in adulthood. It is composed of 27 items rated
on a four-point scale (from 0=‘this has never happened’
to 3="this happens very often”). The items are summed to
obtain a total score for ASA-27, where higher scores in-
dicate greater separation anxiety symptoms severity.
Scores range from 0 to 81. The ASA-27 shows a good in-
ternal reliability (Cronbach’s alpha=0.89), as well as con-
current validity (Manicavasagar ef al., 1998, 2000, 2003).
The ASA-27 has been also translated into the Italian lan-
guage and validated on a sample of Italian university stu-
dents, showing good psychometric properties (Mabilia et
al., 2019). In this study ASA-27 showed a Cronbach’s
alpha of 0.89 (95% confidence interval, CI=[0.87, 0.91]).

Personality assessment inventory

The PAI (Morey, 1991, 2007) provides relevant infor-
mation for clinical diagnosis, treatment planning, and
screening for psychopathology. The PAI is a 344-item
self-report questionnaire designed to measure response
style, personality, and symptoms of mental disorder. Each
item is rated on a four-point scale (from ‘false, not at all
true’ to ‘true’). The PAI consists of 22 non-overlapping
full scales including 4 validity scales, 11 clinical scales,
5 treatment scales, and 2 interpersonal scales. PAI has
been validated in Italy on a sample of 1.538 participants,
showing good psychometric properties (Pignolo et al.,
2018). In the present study, BOR and its subscales were
considered. This scale assesses a personality functioning
of borderline level, including unstable and fluctuating per-
sonal relations, impulsivity, emotional lability and insta-
bility as well as uncontrolled rage. It included four
subscales: PAI-borderline affective instability (BORA) fo-
cused on emotional sensibility, fast mood changes, and
scarce emotional control; PAI-borderline identity prob-
lems (BORI) focuses on uncertainty concerning basic life
questions and issues, feeling of void, dissatisfaction, and
lacking aims; PAI-borderline negative relationships
(BORN) focuses on a history of intense and ambivalent
relationships, in which the individual feels as if they are
taken advantage of and betrayed; PAl-borderline self-
harm (BORS) focuses on impulsivity in domains with a
high potential for negative consequences. In this study,
BOR Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84 (95% CI=[0.81, 0.87]),
while the Cronbach’s alpha of BOR subscales were 0.78
(95% CI=[0.73, 0.81]) for BORA, 0.73 (95% CI=[0.68,
0.78]) for BORI, 0.55 (95% CI=[0.45, 0.63]) for BORN,
and 0.56 (95% CI=[0.47, 0.64]) for BORS.

State and trait anxiety inventory-Y

The STAI-Y (Spielberger et al., 1983) is a commonly
used tool to measure anxiety (Spielberger ef al., 1983). It
consists of 40 items divided into two subscales of 20 items
each, state anxiety, which assesses current anxiety symp-
toms, and trait anxiety, which assesses stable individual
differences in anxiety proneness and refers to a general
tendency to respond with anxiety to perceived threats in
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the environment. Items are based on a four-point scale
(from 0=‘almost never’ to 3="almost ever’) and added to
yield total subscale scores. The STAI-Y has been also
translated into the Italian language and validated on a
sample of adolescents and adults (Spielberger, Pedrabissi,
& Santinello, 2012). In this study Cronbach’s alpha for
STAI-Y trait was 0.89 (95% CI=[0.88, 0.91]) and for
STAI-Y state was 0.93 (95% CI=[0.92, 0.94]).

Data analysis

The analyses were carried out using SPSS 23.0 and
Hayes’ PROCESS model 4. Correlation analysis between
ASA-27, STAI-Y, and PAI-BOR total score and subscales
were performed. Correlations were interpreted when they
were significant (P<0.05), and also Cohen’s d (Cohen,
1992; Richardson, 2011) was taken into account. Cohen
(1992) suggested that d=0.2 be considered a ‘small’ effect
size, 0.5 represents a ‘medium’ effect size and 0.8 a ‘large’
effect size.

SPSS macro (PROCESS, Model 4) developed by
Preacher and Hayes (2008) was used to assess the medi-
ational model, namely the direct effect of trait anxiety and
the indirect effect through separation anxiety on Border-
line Features of emerging adults. Age and Gender were
used as covariates. First, the total effect (i.e., the total ef-
fect model) of trait anxiety on BOR and separately of its
subscales, without including separation anxiety as medi-
ator (Model 4), was assessed, then the aim has been to in-
clude the mediator (i.e., separation anxiety, Model 4) to
test the significance of the direct and indirect effects of
trait anxiety on the above-mentioned outcomes. This al-
lowed the authors to observe how the total effects changes
and to evaluate the role of the mediator (i.e., the mediated
effect). The bootstrapping method (Preacher & Hayes,
2008) was applied to all the mediation models. Specifi-
cally, 5000 bootstrap sample was drowned from the full
data and 95% confidence interval was used to determine
the significance of the mediating effect. The significant
mediating effect would be identified if the confidence in-
terval excluded 0. To calculate the ratio of the indirect ef-
fect on the total effect, proportion mediated (PM=indirect
effect/total effect) was calculated.

Results
Preliminary analysis

Before running analyses, borderline subscales were
examined to check eventual clinical scores in the present
sample. Morey (2007) suggested that at least three among
the four subscales with scores higher than 70, indicate a
psychopathological profile in the borderline dimensions.
Results showed that none of the participants presented
such a clinical profile. So, in this study, borderline char-
acteristics can be considered as dimensional aspects in the
transition to adulthood.
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Correlation analysis

Correlations between ASA-27 with STAI-Y trait and
state anxiety scales, and BOR and its subscales were all
significant (P<0.01) with the only exception of BORS
(Table 1). However, according to Cohen’s d ranges, only
the correlations between ASA-27, STAI-Y trait anxiety,
and BORI problems showed at least a medium effect size.
All other correlations showed a small effect size.

Mediational model

Given these results, a mediation model was carried out
to assess the direct and indirect effect of separation anxi-
ety on BORI as reported in Figure 1. First, we checked
the total effect (i.e., the total effect model) of trait anxiety
on BORI without including separation anxiety as media-
tor, which was then included (i.e., separation anxiety) to

_ ~=" 0

test the direct and indirect effect of trait anxiety. Age and
gender were used as covariates.

The full model accounted for about 52% of the ex-
plained variability in BORI scores (R2=0.522) and was
significant (F (4,255)=69.54 P<0.001). STAI-Y trait sta-
tistically significantly predicts ASA-27 score (b=0.533,
t=10.36, P<0.001). This effect could be interpreted as sig-
nificantly positive because the bootstrap confidence in-
terval was above zero (CI=[0.18, 0.25]). Participants with
higher trait anxiety showed higher separation anxiety.
STAY-Y trait statistically significantly predict BORI
scores (b=0.216, t=11.11, P<0.001). This effect could be
interpreted as significantly positive because the bootstrap
confidence interval was above zero (CI=[0.43,0.63]). Par-
ticipants with higher trait anxiety showed higher BORI
features. ASA-27 statistically significantly predicts BORI
score (b=0.080, t=4.08, P<0.001) this effect could be in-

Table 1. Correlations between adult separation anxiety-27 score, state and trait anxiety inventory-Y trait, and borderline total

score and subscales (N=260).

STAI-Y state STAI-Y trait BOR BORA BORI BORN BORS
ASA-27 0.44+* 0.55%* 0.48%* 0.34%%* 0.54%%* 0.39%* ns
STAI-Y state 0.75%* 0.54%* 0.46** 0.53** 0.35%* 0.19%*
STAI-Y trait 0.70** 0.60%* 0.70%* 0.49%* 0.19%*
BOR 0.817%* 0.78%* 0.78%* 0.58%*
BORA 0.48** 0.47** 0.40%*
BORI 0.50%* 0.20%*
BORN 0.35%*

STAI-Y, state and trait anxiety inventory-Y; BOR, borderline; BORA, borderline affective instability; BORI, borderline identity problems; BORN, borderline negative relationships; BORS,

borderline self-harm; ASA-27, adult separation anxiety-27. **P<0.01; *P<0.05.

1A)
Anxiety (.22 %% BORI
Trait
1B)
0.21%%*
STAI-Y trait BORI
.53 %% ASA-27 0.08%**

Figure 1. Total effect (A) and the direct and indirect effects (B) of trait anxiety on personality assessment inventory borderline
scale-borderline identity problems (BORI), mediated by the presence of adult separation anxiety-27 (ASA-27) among emerging
adults; STAI-Y, state and trait anxiety inventory-Y; *P<0.05; **P<0.01; ***P<0.001.
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terpreted as significantly positive because the bootstrap
confidence interval was above zero (CI=[0.04, 0.11]). Par-
ticipants with higher separation anxiety showed higher
BORI problems. Age and gender did not have significant
effect on BORI (b= -0.0076, t= —0.08, P=0.93; b=0.53,
t=1.21, P=0.22).

STAI-Y trait showed a significant direct effect
(b=0.22, t=11.11, P<0.001, CI=[0.177, 0.2541]) on BORI.
STAI-Y showed indirect effect on BORI as mediated by
ASA-27 (b=0.04, CI=[0.0212. 0.0659]). Participants with
higher trait anxiety had higher separation anxiety; this
score was associated with higher borderline identity prob-
lems because the bootstrap confidence interval for both
was entirely above zero.

Discussion

The general purpose of the current study was to con-
nect through a dimensional perspective, separation anxi-
ety symptoms, considering both state and trait anxiety,
and some borderline personality features in a non-clinical
sample of Italian university emerging adults.

ASAD symptoms were scarcely explored in commu-
nity samples, although they can be considered a key com-
ponent in the comprehension of critical life periods, such
as emerging adulthood (e.g., Bogels et al., 2013; Moller
etal.,2016; Strawn & Dobson, 2017). As a matter of fact,
ISTAT data (2012, 2017, 2018) indicated how, in the Ital-
ian context, young adults leave home later than they used
to and/or present difficulty in finding a job, leading to
some difficulties in the transition to adulthood. Moreover,
several studies were carried out focusing on a categorical
approach to explore adult separation anxiety, stressing the
importance of the clinical diagnosis according to specific
criteria (Silove et al., 2010; Mroczkowski et al., 2016).
On the other hand, a dimensional approach where ASAD
symptoms, rather than criteria, are assessed might be more
appropriate in not-referred samples. This perspective al-
lowed us to explore impaired functioning in specific do-
mains, although where there are no cues for
psychopathology or frank clinical diagnosis.

Investigating possible relations between separation
anxiety symptoms, trait and state anxiety, all correlations
were significant. However, according to Cohen’s d ranges
(1992) ASA-27 total score showed stronger associations
with STAI-Y trait compared with state anxiety. This pat-
tern was expected and confirmed by a previous study
(Santorelli, 2010).

Different personality vulnerability features associ-
ated with adult separation anxiety emerged. In particular,
BOR seemed to represent some core psychological as-
pects typical of the emerging adulthood period, such as
emotional lability, interpersonal difficulties, and the
struggle to define identity (APA, 2000). As expected, in
the present sample, BOR scores did not show a psy-
chopathological distribution, but they helped as indica-
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tors useful to explore the specificity of this peculiar life
period. Findings suggested positive correlations, with
medium effect size, between ASA-27-total score and
BORI scores. In emerging adulthood, the struggle to deal
with developmental trajectories of separation/individu-
ation processes, seemed to be related to transient diffi-
culties in defining identity, such as prolonged identity
formation in the absence of external scaffolding, leading
to uncertainty and confusion in several potential identi-
tary choices (Schwartz et al., 2005).

Furthermore, the mediation model highlighted that
anxiety traits not only seem to predict identity problems
but separation anxiety - as measured with the ASA-27 -
seem to significantly and positively mediate this relation-
ship, although the regression coefficients are of small size.
Still, the present sample is constituted of healthy partici-
pants who, differently from those reporting a clinical di-
agnosis, tend to be more heterogeneous in regards to the
features underlying their functioning (McGorry & van Os,
2013). As such, in a healthy population, trait anxiety and
separation anxiety might not be the main components ex-
plaining identity problems, albeit they were highly signif-
icant (P<0.001) and accounted for a high amount of
variance (R2=52%) of the sample identity problems for-
mation. Empirical studies concerning the process of iden-
tity foundation in adults showed that identity continues to
develop during adulthood for many people (Cramer, 2004;
Kroger et al., 2010). Findings of this study confirmed
how, in this specific life period, trait anxiety contributed
to the struggle in individuating an own identity (Seligman
et al., 2007), but they also showed that they could become
tougher if separation anxiety is experienced. In sum, the
searching for identity and the symptoms of separation
anxiety could be important aspects in the shift towards the
adult age. Up until now empirical contributions to these
topics were scarce and therefore the initial findings of this
study need further explorations.

Limitations and future directions

Several limitations must be considered in this study.

First, only data from college students were collected
and the sample was not balanced for gender, which re-
stricts the generalizability of findings related to adult
separation anxiety. Moreover, this is a cross-sectional
study and the regression coefficients of the mediation
models are of small size; nevertheless, the present study
has been useful to identify relevant variables that could
be used for future longitudinal studies. Furthermore,
based on the present findings, future studies should also
consider other relevant personality dimensions for which
trait and separation anxiety could be predictive, for in-
stance referring to the dependent personality dimension
(APA, 2000, 2013).

This is the first study that evaluated the relationship
between separation anxiety and components of PAI-Bor-
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derline Personality problems in a non-clinical sample of
emerging adults. Specifically, this study focused espe-
cially on certain types of symptoms of separation anxiety,
on state and trait anxiety and on identity problems: all
these problems could be relevant in comprehending more
thoroughly the transition phase lived by emerging adults.

To deeply investigate the symptoms underlying sepa-
ration anxiety in a non-clinical sample of emerging adults
can be important in several contexts, in particular for clin-
ical services aimed at University Students. Here, most of
the self-referred patients present a high level of subjective
sufferance without effective maladjustment or significant
life impairment. In the diagnostic assessment of such a
population, considering separation anxiety issues and dis-
criminating between general trait and state anxiety, keep-
ing in mind the effects on identity construction, could be
particularly worthy of attention when planning interven-
tions and treatments as well as prevention practices. In the
context of borderline personality features and related dis-
order, prevention interventions are considered complex
tasks, since there are multiple risk factors at the social, bi-
ological and psychological levels, which are subject to
multifocality (Chanene & McCutcheon, 2013). Indeed, an
indicated prevention of borderline personality should tar-
get also its underlining dimensions referring, for instance,
to substance abuse, self-harming behavior or disruptive
behavior (e.g., Chanene & McCutcheon, 2013). In this re-
gard, the present paper suggests to further consider the
role of separation anxiety for the prevention of problems
in identity formation referred to borderline personality
features. Cognitive behavioral therapy and its constitutive
practices are reported in the literature as favored within
the treatment of separation anxiety, anxiety problems and
related disorders in children older than 7 years old and
adolescents (Ehrenreich, Santucci & Weiner, 2008), in-
cluding practices of cognitive restructuring - more indi-
cated for adolescents - and psychoeducation.
Psychoeducational interventions aiming to support iden-
tity development and psychological adjustment should be
tailored considering individual differences and specific
psychological needs as they allow to explore the multiple
aspects referred to the self and to support an integrated
functioning throughout life transition phases (Cordeiro,
Paixao, Lens, Lacante & Luyckx, 2016).

Differently, interventions in such a community sample
of emerging adults without having reached psychopatho-
logical levels of symptoms, from a psychodynamic per-
spective, is considered a ‘supportive’ intervention to the
Ego functioning. Supportive psychotherapy is a type of
psychotherapy that seeks to reduce psychological conflict
and to strengthen a patient’s defenses through the use of
various techniques, both psychodynamic or cognitive-be-
havioral, but definitively fixed in sustaining the patient’s
resources in effectively coping with various life stressors.
Supportive psychotherapy is geared towards straightfor-
ward therapeutic goals, such as helping patients to explore
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and have a better understanding of their current situation,
share their feelings and thoughts, to find hope despite dif-
ficult circumstances and reinforcing and strengthening
their resilience to the challenges they face. Reinforcing
features such as identity values, relationships strength, the
desire for separation from the original family and open-
ness to more adult responsibilities and coping strategies
permit, in such a perspective, to consider separation anx-
iety and global anxiety symptoms as the effects of evolu-
tive tasks.

A thorough assessment of these dimensions (identity,
anxiety, and separation anxiety) could guide the therapist
in the planning of tailored supportive psychotherapy able
to increase patients’ ability to adapt to common life chal-
lenges, maintaining or building up their self-esteem, to-
wards reducing or alleviating symptoms of depression,
anxiety, and other aspects of maladjustment.

Conclusions

The present paper supports the consideration of anxi-
ety symptoms and separation anxiety for identity forma-
tion and stability, particularly relevant in the context of
emerging adulthood. More specifically, the consideration
of a sample of university students, as exemplifying the
now prolonged period of transition from the dependency
of adolescence to the autonomy of adulthood, shows the
importance of providing effective support in facing anxi-
ety symptoms, thus allowing a smoother shift toward the
acquisition of more adult responsibilities and compe-
tences as well as strengthening a stable identity as self-
sufficient adults.
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