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Introduction 
On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization pro-

claimed a state of emergency due to the spread of SARS-CoV-
2 (Sameer et al., 2020). The Italian government was the first to 
impose, from March 9 until May 4, 2020, a ban on its citizens 
from leaving their homes, except for proven reasons (Rossi et 
al., 2020), accompanied by social distancing and quarantine 
measures. 

The COVID-19 outbreak is leading to severe mental health 
(World Health Organization, 2020). Research highlighted increas-
ing levels of anxiety, depression, alcohol abuse, drug use, self-
harm, domestic violence, and post-traumatic stress symptoms 
(Cao et al., 2020; Karatzias et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2020; Preti et 
al., 2020a; Preti et al., 2020b). Moccia et al. (2020) showed that 
a relevant rate of Italian people experienced psychological distress 
following the COVID-19 outbreak, and similar results were found 
in other countries (Li et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). 

Numerous risk factors for adverse psychological consequences 
of the COVID-19 pandemic have been identified across studies, 
including age, gender, level of education, family problems, or liv-
ing in urban or afflicted areas (Preti et al., 2021; Qiu et al., 2020; 
Tang et al., 2020). However, individual differences are also im-
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The COVID-19 pandemic has negatively impacted adults’ mental health around the world. Various studies highlighted the role of socio-
demographic risk factors, including age, gender, and level of education, in increasing this impact. Although insecure attachment styles 
are considered a vulnerability factor for psychopathology and difficulties in coping with stressful situations, few studies have examined 

the role of attachment styles in relation to psychological re-
sponses to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This study aims to investigate the role of attachment styles in af-
fecting psychopathological problems and post-traumatic symp-
toms during the COVID-19 pandemic in a sample of Italian 
adults (N=1548). During the first lockdown in Italy, the Attach-
ment Style Questionnaire, the Impact of Event Scale-Revised, 
and Symptom Checklist 90-Revised were administered to the 
participants to assess attachment styles, trauma-related symp-
toms, and psychopathological problems. The results showed that 
41% of the participants had symptoms of clinical and subclinical 
relevance during the pandemic. Anxious and avoidant insecure 
attachment styles predicted psychopathological problems and 
post-traumatic symptoms, whereas secure attachment style was 
a protective factor. Our results highlighted the significant role 
played by the quality of attachment styles on adult mental health 
during the pandemic, providing valuable elements for targeted 
psychological support interventions. 

Key words: attachment styles, psychological distress, COVID-
19, trauma-related symptoms, mental health.

Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, Process and Outcome 2023; volume 26:689

Correspondence: Elena Ierardi, Department of Psychology, Uni-
versity of Milano-Bicocca, Milan, Piazza dell’Ateneo Nuovo 1, 
Milano, 20126, Italy. 
Tel.: +39.02.64483726. 
E-mail: elena.ierardi@unimib.it

Contributions: EI wrote the manuscript, designed the study, and 
analyzed the data; CRC administered the project, designed the 
study, and reviewed the manuscript; EP designed the study and re-
viewed the manuscript; RDP and MB reviewed the manuscript; 
FM supervised the study. 

Conflict of interest: the authors declare no potential conflict of in-
terest. 

Ethical considerations: the study has been carried out in accordance 
with the Declaration of Helsinki, and the Ethical Committee in 
charge (protocol n. 0024530/20) approved it. 

Informed consent: informed consent was obtained form all indi-
vidual participants included in this study. 

Availability of data and material: the data that support the findings 
of this study, as well as the used materials, are available from the 
corresponding author upon reasonable request. 

Citation: Ierardi, E., Bottini, M., Preti, E., Di Pierro, R., Madeddu, 
F., & Riva Crugnola C., (2023). Attachment styles, mental health, 
and trauma during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic in an Ital-
ian adult population. Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, 
Process and Outcome, 26(3), 689. doi: 10.4081/ripppo.2023.689 

Received: 23 February 2023. 
Accepted: 4 December 2023. 

Publisher’s note: all claims expressed in this article are solely those 
of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affili-
ated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the re-
viewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article or claim 
that may be made by its manufacturer is not guaranteed or endorsed 
by the publisher. 

©Copyright: the Author(s), 2023 
Licensee PAGEPress, Italy 
Research in Psychotherapy: 
Psychopathology, Process and Outcome 2023; 26:689 
doi:10.4081/ripppo.2023.689 

This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial International License (CC BY-NC 4.0) 
which permits any noncommercial use, distribution, and reproduc-
tion in any medium, provided the original author(s) and source are 
credited.

Non
-co

mmerc
ial

 us
e o

nly



portant when inspecting psychological responses to the COVID-
19 pandemic, as is the case of individuals’ attachment styles. 

 
Attachment styles and vulnerability 

Empirical literature shows that insecure attachment styles can 
be regarded as a general factor of vulnerability to psychopathol-
ogy (Dozier et al., 2008; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015; Riva Crug-
nola et al., 2021). In this regard, anxious and avoidant attachment 
styles were associated with depressive, anxious, and externalizing 
problems, as well as with obsessive-compulsive disorders and per-
sonality disorders (Doron et al., 2009; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012; 
McWilliams & Bailey, 2010). 

The quality of attachment also represents a factor that can in-
tensify or mitigate the psychological consequences of adverse and 
stressful experiences (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015). This confirms 
the idea that attachment’s function is to regulate discomfort and 
emotions during exposure to stressful situations (Bartholomew & 
Horowitz, 1991). Secure attachment, based on representations of 
attachment figures as emotionally available in situations of danger 
and stress, promotes the use of adaptive emotional regulation strate-
gies to cope with stressful situations in adults (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2020). On the contrary, insecure attachment styles are based on 
mental representations of attachment figures as unavailable or re-
fusing and involves in inadequate emotional regulation and coping 
strategies, with significant negative consequences on mental health 
(Cassidy et al., 2013; Shaver et al., 2005). In particular, individuals 
with anxious attachment overestimate stressors and use an attach-
ment hyperactivation strategy through the exaggerated expression 
of emotion to seek support and help from relationships (Mikulincer 
& Shaver, 2015). This leads to a limited ability to regulate the in-
tensity of emotions (Segal et al., 2021). On the other hand, individ-
uals with avoidant attachment use an attachment deactivation 
strategy that leads them to be self-reliant and distancing from inti-
mate relationships. These strategies are usually linked to the mini-
mization of problematic conditions and related negative emotions 
and to difficulties in managing such emotions when experiencing 
highly stressful situations (Pascuzzo et al., 2013). 

 
Attachment styles and stress factor 

COVID-19 pandemic can be considered a stress factor that 
activates emotional regulation and coping strategies associated 
with attachment styles (Tambelli et al., 2021). A study showed 
that positive coping strategies, which allow individuals to reinter-
pret negative situations, were positively correlated with psycho-
logical well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. In contrast, 
avoidance strategies, characterized by refusing to deal with prob-
lems, negatively influenced well-being during the pandemic 
(Rossi et al., 2022). 

In this regard, Segal and colleagues (2021) found that 
avoidant and anxious insecure attachment styles were associated 
with lower COVID-19 guideline adherence. Instead, secure at-
tachment style was positively associated with COVID-19 guide-
line adherence. Another study (Tagini et al., 2021) highlighted 
how people with anxious insecure attachment, which is linked to 
adopting coping strategies focused on emotional hyperactivation, 
showed a greater perception of the risk of the COVID-19 pan-
demic and greater concerns about it. To our knowledge, only two 
studies evaluated the effects of insecure attachment styles on men-
tal health outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic. Vowels and 
colleagues (Vowels et al., 2021, 2022) showed that anxious inse-
cure attachment is a risk factor for adverse mental health outcomes 

during the COVID-19 pandemic, leading to higher levels of de-
pression and anxiety during the COVID-19 pandemic. Moccia 
(Moccia et al., 2020) showed that the insecure anxious attach-
ment, along with depressive, anxious, and cyclothymic tempera-
ments, were risk factors for the perception of moderate-to-severe 
distress during the pandemic; on the contrary, secure and avoidant 
attachment patterns seemed to protect individuals from emotional 
overflow during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Another important aspect is the presence of traumatic symp-
toms linked to COVID-19. A study has shown that the pandemic 
has led to a traumatic impact on mental health that can persist long 
after the traumatic event (Cavalera et al., 2023). 

 
The current study 

The principal aim of the study was to analyze the associations 
between the quality of attachment styles, psychopathological 
problems, and trauma-related symptoms, such as intrusive 
thoughts, avoidance, and hyperarousal, during the COVID-19. 
Since past findings suggest that insecure anxious and avoidant at-
tachment are linked to psychopathological problems and non-
adaptive coping strategies (Mikulincer & Sahver, 2015), we 
expected these insecure attachment styles would be associated 
with both psychopathological and trauma-related symptoms in the 
pandemic period. 

 
 

Methods 
 

Participants and procedure 
The study was conducted between April 16 and May 3, 2020, 

during the first COVID-19 lockdown imposed by the Italian gov-
ernment. We spread information about the study (www.ter-
mometroemotivo.com) through campaigns on social networks and 
national media. After reading the informed consent, participants 
voluntarily completed an online survey administered through 
Qualtrics. The study is part of a larger research project on the short-
term and long-term psychological consequences of the COVID-
19 pandemic in the Italian general population (Preti et al., 2021). 

We assessed participants’ socio-demographic situation 
through an ad hoc form. 

The sample comprises 1548 Italian adults (75.4% females: 
N=1136) with an overall mean age of 33.36 years (SD=14.42, 
range age: 18-81). 37% (N=573) were students, 48.3% (N=748) 
were employed, and 14.7% (N=227) were unemployed. Most of 
the participants (52%; N=811) had a university level of education 
or above, whereas 44% of participants (N=687) had a high-school 
diploma, and 3% had a secondary school level of education 
(N=50). This large sample was sufficiently representative of the 
general population by age, occupation, and level of education. 

The study has been carried out in accordance with the Decla-
ration of Helsinki, and the Ethical Committee in charge (protocol 
n. 0024530/20) approved it. 

 
Measures 

Symptom Checklist 90 – Revised 

The Symptom Checklist 90 – Revised (SCL-90 R; Dero-
gatis, 1994; Italian version: Prunas et al., 2012) is a 90-item self-
report questionnaire (rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 0 “not at all”, to 4 “extremely”) that measures psy-
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chopathological symptoms over the last week. SLC-90-R meas-
ured symptoms of Somatization (SOM), Obsessiveness- Com-
pulsivity (O-C), Interpersonal Sensitivity (I-S), Depression 
(DEP), Anxiety (ANX), Hostility (HOS), Phobic Anxiety 
(PHOB), Paranoid Ideation (PAR), and Psychoticism (PSY). 
The instrument also provides a global index of psychopatholog-
ical distress – the Global Severity Index (GSI). For the present 
study, we considered only the GSI SCL-90 R scale that showed 
high reliability (α=.97). 

 
The Impact of Event Scale – Revised 

The Impact of Event Scale – Revised (IES-R; Weiss & Mar-
mar, 1997; Pietrantonio et al., 2003) is a 22-item self-report in-
strument that measures the frequency of intrusive and avoidant 
thoughts and behaviors associated with a traumatic event. Items 
are rated on a 5-point Likert scale (0=not at all; 4=extremely). 
The IES-R consists of three subscales: intrusion (8 items) meas-
ures intrusive thoughts, nightmares, intrusive feelings, and im-
agery associated with the traumatic event; avoidance (8 items) 
measures avoidance of feelings, situations, and ideas; hyper-
arousal (6 items) measures difficulty in concentrating, anger and 
irritability, psychophysiological arousal upon exposure to re-
minders, and hypervigilance; and a total scale. For the present 
study, we considered only the IES-Total scale that showed high 
reliability (α=.93). 

 
Attachment Style Questionnaire 

The Attachment Style Questionnaire (ASQ; Feeney et al., 
1994; Italian version: Fossati et al., 2003) is a 40-item self-report 
measure of adult attachment styles. Items are rated on a 6-point 
Likert scale (from 1 “Totally disagree” to 6 “Totally agree”). The 
ASQ includes five scales: Confidence in self and others is related 
to secure attachment, whereas the other scales (i.e., Discomfort 
with Closeness, Relationships as Secondary, Need for Approval, 
and Preoccupation with Relationships) identify specific aspects 
of insecure attachment. 

The ASQ scales have been grouped to highlight differences 
concerning the two types of insecure attachment. As indicated by 
Fossati et al., (2003), through the four scales which measure in-
secure attachment, it is possible to identify the dimensions of in-
security: Avoidance and Anxiety. Following Monteleone et al., 
(2008), two new scales relating to insecure attachment have been 
created. Avoidant Attachment is the average of the scores of Dis-
comforts with Closeness and Relationships as Secondary scales. 
The scale of Anxious Attachment is calculated by averaging 
scores from the Preoccupation with Relationships and Need for 
Approval scales. The three ASQ scales in this study showed good 
reliability (.77<α<.81). 

 
Data analysis 

All analyses were conducted using SPSS Statistic 27.0. Mul-
tivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) has been used to ex-
amine the differences between subjects with absence or presence 
of psychopathological problems at a subclinical and clinical 
level with respect to attachment styles. Pearson’s r correlation 
has been used to identify associations between psychopatholog-
ical distress, frequency of trauma-related symptoms, and attach-
ment styles. Based on the results of correlations, we conducted 
multiple regressions to examine the predictive effect of attach-
ment styles with respect to psychopathological problems and 
trauma-related symptoms. 

Results 
Preliminary analysis  

The percentages of subjects falling within the clinical, subclin-
ical, and non-clinical cut-offs of SCL-90 R were calculated accord-
ing to the normative sample reported in the Italian manual (Sarno 
et al., 2011). 59% of subjects (N=913) were in the non-clinical 
range, not showing particular psychopathological problems; 22.4% 
(N=347) were in the sub-clinical range, showing subclinical psy-
chopathological problems, and 18.6% (N=288) were in the clinical 
range showing psychopathological problems of clinical relevance. 

 
Psychopathological problems and attachment  
styles 

Then, through MANOVA, we compared the three groups with 
respect to attachment styles in the ASQ Confidence, Anxious at-
tachment, and Avoidant attachment scales to identify possible dif-
ferences. Multivariate tests indicated a significant overall effect 
(Pillai trace F(6, 1545)=83.06, p=.000, η²=.01) on all ASQ scales. 
Univariate tests indicated a significant effect for ASQ Confidence 
(F(2, 1545)=122.02, p=.000, η²=.13), for Avoidant attachment 
(F(2, 1545)=80.36, p=.000, η²=.09), and for Anxious attachment 
(F(2, 1545)=248.86, p=.000, η²=.24). Post-hoc Bonferroni test in-
dicated that subjects with clinical psychopathological problems 
had lower score on ASQ Confidence scale than subjects who were 
in subclinical range with regard to psychopathological problems 
(p=.000) and subjects who were in non-clinical range (p=.000); 
participants with subclinical psychopathological problems had 
lower scores than subjects who were in non-clinical range 
(p=.000). Subjects with clinical psychopathological problems had 
higher scores on ASQ Anxious and Avoidant Attachment scales 
than subjects who were in subclinical range (p=.000) and subjects 
who were in non-clinical range (p=.000) and subjects who were in 
subclinical range had higher scores than subjects who were in non-
clinical range (p=.000). 

 
Correlations 

Pearson’s r correlation showed that GSI-Total scale signifi-
cantly positively correlated to IES-Total. GSI-Total and IES-Total 
significantly positively correlated to ASQ Avoidant scale and ASQ 
Anxious scale and negatively correlated to ASQ Confidence scale 
(Table 1). 

 
Multiple regression 

We conducted a series of multiple regression analyses to test 
the effect of attachment styles on psychopathological problems 
and trauma-related symptoms. Table 2 provides the results of these 
analyses. For GSI-Total, the model explained 34% of the variance, 
which was statistically significant, F(3, 1544)=274.80; p=.000. 
Confidence, Avoidant, and Anxious attachment scales were sig-
nificant predictors; lower scores on Confidence and higher score 
on Avoidant and Anxious scales predicted higher psychopatho-
logical problems. 

For IES-Total, the model explained 22% of the variance, 
which was statistically significant, F(3, 1544)=147.47; p=.000. 
Confidence, Avoidant, and Anxious attachment scales were sig-
nificant predictors; lower scores on Confidence and higher score 
on Avoidant and Anxious scales predicted higher impact of trau-
matic event. 
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Discussion 
Our data showed that 41% of a large sample of Italian adults 

reported psychopathological problems at a clinical and subclin-
ical level during the lockdown arranged in the first wave of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Subjects with clinical and subclinical 
problems also showed a higher frequency of anxious and 
avoidant insecure attachment styles and a lower frequency of 
secure attachment styles than subjects without psychopatholog-
ical problems. 

The role of attachment style on mental health during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is confirmed. The regression analyses in-
dicated that attachment styles predicted psychopathological prob-
lems and the psychological impact of traumatic events; in 
particular, insecure attachment, both anxious and avoidant, had a 
negative predictive effect on psychopathological problems and 
the psychological impact of traumatic events. 

In line with literature that indicated the negative effect of anx-
ious attachment on psychopathology during the pandemic (Moc-
cia et al., 2020; Vowels et al., 2022), our study also showed that 
anxious attachment is associated with and predictive of negative 
mental health. In particular, individuals higher in attachment anx-
iety experienced higher levels of psychopathological problems, 
both on an internalizing and externalizing level, and a greater psy-
chological impact of traumatic events, such as intrusive thoughts, 
feelings and thoughts of avoidance, and hyperarousal compared 
to individuals lower in attachment anxiety. In this regard, it should 
be noted that subjects with an anxious attachment style use regu-
latory strategies based on the maximization of negative emotions, 
focusing on their discomfort rather than on seeking a solution to 
problems and worrying excessively about the consequences of 
threatening and dangerous events (Garrison et al., 2014). These 
non-adaptive strategies impact mental health, increasing psy-
chopathological problems under stressful conditions such as those 
related to the pandemic. 

Avoidant attachment was also associated with and predictive 
of greater psychopathological problems and a greater psycholog-

ical impact of trauma. This result differs from the study by Moccia 
(2020), which found that the Discomfort with closeness scale of 
ASQ, relating to avoidant attachment, was, together with the Con-
fidence scale, protective of psychopathological distress during the 
COVID-19 outbreak, compared to anxious style. It can be hypoth-
esized that our study, considering the dimension of avoidant at-
tachment, including both the Discomfort with closeness scale and 
the Relationships as secondary scale, had more fully grasped the 
aspects of fragility present in the avoidant attachment style with 
respect to stress and mental health. Regulatory strategies aimed 
at minimizing negative emotions activated by avoidant subjects 
in moderately stressful situations tend to no longer work when 
stress increases (Pascuzzo et al., 2013). Moreover, avoidant at-
tachment, like anxious attachment, is considered in the literature 
as a vulnerability factor with respect to psychopathological prob-
lems (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015). 

Otherwise, in our study, secure attachment predicted fewer 
psychopathological problems and lower psychological impact 
of traumatic events. Therefore, secure attachment in the context 
of COVID-19 emerged as a protective factor for dealing with 
stressful events related to the pandemic (e.g., isolation, fear, and 
anxiety), reducing the appearance of psychopathological prob-
lems and post-traumatic symptoms. This result confirms the 
studies in the literature (Moccia et al., 2020; Segal et al., 2021; 
Vowel et al., 2022), which indicate that during COVID-19, se-
cure attachment was predictive of less impact on psychological 
distress and associated with a greater capacity for recovery with 
respect to changes linked to pandemic events, with greater ad-
herence to COVID guideline. 

The study provides valuable elements to project psychological 
support interventions aimed at adults during the pandemic and 
after its conclusion (Ierardi et al., 2022). Interventions promoting 
mental health for the adult general population should be rapidly 
implemented, paying particular attention to attachment styles. In-
dividuals with insecure attachment, both anxious and avoidant, 
have shown in this regard a specific difficulty in dealing with the 
stress caused by the pandemic, defining themselves as privileged 
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Table 1. Correlations. 

                                                  1                                     2                                     3                                     4                                     5 
GSI-Total (1)                                    -                                                                                                                                                                                 
IES-Total (2)                               .78***                                      -                                                                                                                                     
ASQ Confidence (3)                  -.43***                                -.29***                                     -                                                                                         
ASQ Avoidant (4)                       .37***                                 .28***                                -.53***                                     -                                             
ASQ Anxious (5)                        .54***                                 .45***                                -.45***                                .38***                                      - 
GSI, Global Severity Index; IES, Impact of Event Scale; ASQ, Attachment Style Questionnaire. ***p<.000. 
 
 
Table 2. Multiple regression models. 

                                                                                         Β                                     t                                     p 
GSI-Total 
  ASQ Confidence scale                                                             -.18                                     -7.03                                 .000*** 
  ASQ Avoidant scale                                                                 .11                                      4.62                                  .000*** 
  ASQ Anxious scale                                                                  .41                                     17.50                                 .000*** 
IES-Total 
  ASQ Confidence scale                                                             -.06                                     -2.39                                   .017* 
  ASQ Avoidant scale                                                                 .09                                      3.53                                  .000*** 
  ASQ Anxious scale                                                                  .38                                     15.06                                 .000*** 
GSI, Global Severity Index; IES, Impact of Event Scale; ASQ, Attachment Style Questionnaire. *p<.05, ***p<.001.
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recipients of targeted psychological counseling and support inter-
ventions. As with risk mental states (e.g. De Salve et al., 2023, 
about the influence of personality traits), here too we have impor-
tant indicators of risk connected to attachment. They can guide 
investments in post Covid public mental health. 

 
Limitations 

The study has limitations. First, the research was done online, 
thus leaving the non-networked population unexplored; this could 
decrease the generalizability of the results. Second, all question-
naires used are self-reports, and this could affect reliability. Third, 
no anamnestic psychopathological and psychiatric information 
was collected. This limits our possibilities to control for previous 
psychopathological conditions. Lastly, in future research, it will 
be important to consider other aspects of the personality, such as, 
e.g., temperamental characteristics. 
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