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Mediating Role of Narcissism, Vulnerable Narcissism,
and Self-Compassion in the Relationship Between
Attachment Dimensions and Psychopathology

ABSTRACT

Objective: This study aimed to test the mediation effect of narcissism, vulnerable narcissism, and
self-compassion in the relationship between attachment dimensions and psychopathology.

Methods: The sample included 203 students, of whom 134 (66%) were women and 69 (34%) men
with ages between 18 and 36 years [(mean: 20.73 (SD = 2.86)]. In this study, inventory of experiences
in close relationships, Beck depression scale, Beck anxiety scale, narcissistic personality inventory,
vulnerable narcissism scale, and self-compassion scale were used.

Results: Anxious attachment was positively correlated with vulnerable narcissism and narcissis-
tic personality traits, negatively with self-compassion, and positively with depression and anxiety.
However, avoidant attachment was negatively correlated with vulnerable narcissism and narcissistic
personality traits. Self-compassion was negatively associated with vulnerable narcissism, depression,
and anxiety. When mediating effects were tested, it was found that narcissistic personality traits and
vulnerable narcissism had mediating effects both in the relationship between anxious attachment
and anxiety and in the relationship between anxious attachment and depression.

Conclusion: As it is known that insecure attachment is associated with the development of many psycho-
pathologies in terms of preventive mental health, it is thought that it will be important to consider the
dimensions of self-compassion and narcissism in the prevention programs to be carried out. Considering
the mediating effect of self-compassion, targeting the development of an individual’s non-judgmental at-
titude toward himself or herself can prevent possible psychological problems and create a buffering effect.
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Introduction

Bartholomew proposed a 2-dimensional model of adult attachment,’ according to which 4
types of attachment styles can be established: Secure (positive self and positive others), dis-
missive (positive self and negative others), preoccupied (negative self and positive others),
and fearful (negative self and negative others). To integrate these different approaches, Bren-
nan et al.2 conducted exploratory data analysis with 323 items used in the previous attach-
ment style scales. The results supported the 2-dimensional attachment model. Accordingly,
all attachment items were grouped under the anxious and avoidant dimensions. Brennan et
al? also examined earlier adult attachment theories and concluded that anxious and avoidant
attachment are two basic dimensions in most attachment models.

Mikulincer and Shaver®reviewed studies in both clinical and non-clinical samples and found
that insecure attachment was associated with many different mental disorders in individuals,
from mild distress to severe personality disorders and even schizophrenia.

Some researchers argue that secure attachment develops with the affirmation of the child’s
emotions and forms the basis of emotion regulation in adulthood.* The mother’s response
when the baby is distressed is highly predictive for secure attachment and has been asso-
ciated with less behavioral problems, low reactivity levels, and better emotion regulation.*®

Insecure attachment can therefore be seen as a general predisposition to mental disorders,
with certain symptomatology depending on genetic, developmental, and environmental
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factors. However, attachment styles alone are not considered suffi-
cient to explain psychopathology.®

Narcissism and Vulnerable Narcissism

Crawford et al” found that attachment anxiety is associated with
“emotional disorder,” which is a component of personality disorders,
including anxiety, identity confusion, cognitive distortions, self-
harm, and narcissism.

Attachment studies associated lack of warmth and need from parents
in childhood with self-related disorders, including lack of self-adapta-
tion, doubts about internal consistency, unstable self-esteem, and an
excessive need for approval from others.® The individual’s negative
self-beliefs increases the risk of development of mental disorders.
Childhood experiences are among the factors leading to the devel-
opment of narcissism in the personality and self-concept literature.
The structure of narcissism has emerged with psychodynamic the-
ories and is a personality trait most often defined as grandiose and
vulnerable narcissism.?

Self-compassion

Another variable that is thought to have a mediating effect on the
relationship between attachment dimensions and psychopathology
is self-compassion. Neff'® defined self-compassion as “being open
to and acting on one’s own suffering, nurturing compassion toward
oneself, having an understanding, showing a non-judgmental atti-
tude toward one’s inadequacies and failures.” Some researchers have
stated that the origins of self-compassion are influenced by early rela-
tionships with primary caregivers." Individuals with high attachment
anxiety often have a negative view of themselves and have difficulty
regulating their emotions.’? Neff and McGeehee' found that secure
attachment was associated with higher self-compassion, but attach-
ment dimensions with high attachment anxiety were associated with
lower self-understanding. Similarly, Raque-Bogdan et al found a re-
lationship between attachment anxiety and lower self-compassion.

Neff'> argued that sensitive parenting helps a person to feel compas-
sion and understanding for herself in stressful moments and to de-
velop self-soothing strategies to relieve distress. Therefore, self-com-
passion has been associated with lower psychopathology and higher
psychological well-being.

MAIN POINTS

« Anxious attachment is positively related to the symptoms of de-
pression and anxiety and it is negatively related to self-compas-
sion.

« Avoidant attachment dimension is negatively related to vulnera-
ble narcissism.

- Self-compassion appears to have a predictive effect on depression,
anxiety, and vulnerable narcissism.

« As it is known that insecure attachment is associated with the
development of many psychopathologies in terms of protective
mental health, it is thought that it will be important to consider
the dimensions of self-compassion and narcissism in prevention
programs.

« Given the mediating effect of self-compassion, targeting the devel-
opment of non-judgmental attitudes toward oneself can prevent
possible psychological distress and create a buffering effect.
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Figure 1. Hypothetical Model

Considering the current findings, this study aimed to test the medi-
ating role of 2 sub-dimensions, narcissism and vulnerable narcissism,
and self-compassion in the relationship between attachment dimen-
sions (avoidant/anxious) and psychopathology (depression/anxiety).

Methods

Study Model

This study was designed according to the relational scanning mod-
el to reveal the relationships between attachment dimensions,
self-compassion, vulnerable narcissism, narcissism, anxiety, and de-
pression (Figure 1).

Participants

The lower limit for the sample size of the study was calculated as 129
with the G * Power 3.1.9.2 package program (Heinrich Heine University;
Dusseldorf, Germany) (f2 = 0.15, a = .05, number of predictor variables
= 4). The study group included 203 university students studying in
various faculties and departments in the fall semester of the academic
year 2018-2019 at Namik Kemal University. Of them, 134 (66%) of the
individuals in the study group were women and 69 (34%) men, and
their ages were between 18 and 36 [(mean: 20.73 (SD = 2.86)] years. All
the participants signed an informed consent form before participating.
Ethics committee approval of the study was obtained from Tekirdag
Namik Kemal University Scientific Research and Publication Ethics
Committee on May 20, 2019 (Approval Number: #T2019-6).

Data Collection Tools

Beck Depression Scale: The scale developed by Beck et al'” evaluates
somatic, emotional, cognitive, and motivational symptoms seen in
depression. The scale includes 21 symptoms. Each item in the scale
is scored between 0 and 3. The lowest score that can be obtained
from the scale is 0, and the highest score is 63. A high total score
indicates a high level of depression. The scale was adapted to Turkish
by Tegin.’® The split-half test reliability coefficient of the Turkish scale
was 0.78 for the student group and 0.61 for depressive patients.'®
The test-retest reliability coefficient of the scale was 0.65. The inter-
nal consistency coefficient of the scale for this research sample was
calculated as 0.90.

Beck Anxiety Scale: It was developed by Beck et al' to evaluate the
frequency of anxiety. Turkish adaptation studies of the scale were
conducted by Ulusoy et al.* The scale, evaluated by 4-point grading,
includes 21 items and indicates that higher the score a person gets,
higher the anxiety level. The internal consistency coefficient of the
scale for this research sample was calculated as 0.94.2°



Set Z. Attachment Dimensions and Psychopathology

Narcissistic Personality Inventory: The scale developed by Ames et
al*" has 16 items and 7 sub-dimensions: Exhibitionism, exploitative-
ness, entitlement, self-sufficiency, vanity, and authority. The scores
obtained from the scale are between 0 and 16. Atay?? conducted the
Turkish adaptation study of the scale. High scores indicate a high
narcissistic tendency. The internal reliability value of this scale was
stated as 0.65.22 The internal consistency coefficient of the scale cal-
culated in this study was 0.63.

Experiences in Close Relationships Inventory-Il (ECR-II): In the scale
developed by Fraley et al,?® there are a total of 36 items in 7-point
Likert type, 18 of which are in anxiety sub-factor and 18 of them in
avoidance sub-factor. Scores from each sub-dimension were be-
tween 18 and 126, and it was stated that as the score obtained from
the scale increased, avoidant attachment or attachment anxiety
increased. The Turkish validity and reliability study of the scale was
conducted by Stimer et al.** The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the
avoidance sub-dimension was 0.90, and the Cronbach’s alpha coef-
ficient of the anxiety sub-dimension was 0.86. Test-retest reliability
coefficients of the scale regarding avoidance and anxiety dimensions
are 0.81 and 0.82, respectively. In this study, the internal consistency
coefficient for the anxiety sub-dimension of the attachment styles
scale was 0.88, 0.78 for the avoidance sub-dimension and 0.84 for
the overall scale.

Self-Compassion Scale: Neff'® developed the self-compassion scale.
In the original scale prepared to measure the characteristics of the
self-compassion structure, respondents were asked to rate them on
a 5-point Likert-type scale regarding a specified situation. A high
total score means that the level of self-compassion is high. The 26-
item self-understanding scale consists of 6 subscales: Self-kindness,
self-judgment, common humanity, isolation, consciousness, and
over-identification. The Turkish validity and reliability studies of the
scale were conducted by Deniz et al.”® The Cronbach’s alpha internal
consistency coefficient calculated on the basis of item analysis for the
reliability of the scale is 0.89; the internal consistency coefficient was
calculated as 0.89, and the test-retest correlation coefficient as 0.83.
However, criterion-related validity of the self-compassion scale was
found to be r = 0.62 between SCS and RSES, r = 0.45 between SWLS,
r = 0.41 between positive emotion, and r = -0.48 between negative
emotion. The internal consistency coefficient of the scale for this re-
search sample was calculated as 0.89.

Vulnerable Narcissism Scale: The scale developed by Hendin and
Cheek? is used to measure the vulnerable and grandiose dimension
of narcissism. The original scale consists of 10 items. Participants
were asked to rate each item between 1 and 5 according to its power
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to describe their own feelings and behaviors on the basis of self-re-
ports. High scores indicated an increased level of vulnerable narcis-
sism. Turkish standardization studies of the scale were conducted by
Sengul et al.?’ The Turkish form of the scale consisted of 8 items. The
internal consistency coefficient of the scale for this study sample was
calculated as 0.62.

Statistical Analysis

It was observed that the data collection kit prepared for data collec-
tion took 10-15 minutes to respond. The hypothetical model in the
study was tested with the SPSS 24.0 version (IBM Corp.; Armonk, NY,
USA). The compatibility of the model with the data was evaluated by
looking at the t values of the path coefficients to the latent variables.
In the preliminary analyzes, it was determined that kurtosis values of
the variables were between 0.09 and 1.54, and the skewness values
were within acceptable limits between 0.11 and 1.08.

Path Analysis

Path analysis, which is accepted as one of the structural equation
modeling techniques today, is a data analysis technique introduced
by geneticist Wright as a result of a series of empirical studies in the
1920s.%8

In this study, the mediating effects of some potential mediator vari-
ables in the relationship between dependent and independent vari-
ables were tested. The “bootstrap” method proposed by Shrout and
Bolger® was used to reveal a supportive data on the significance of
indirect effects and to evaluate the significance level of indirect ef-
fects.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

The mean and standard deviation values of the variables included
in the model determined within the scope of the research and the
correlations between variables are presented in Table 1.

According to the results of Pearson correlation analysis, the lowest
correlation coefficient was found between narcissistic personality
traits and Beck anxiety score (r = 0.02, P = .806), the highest correla-
tion coefficient was found between Beck anxiety score and Beck de-
pression score (r =0.57, P=.000).

Path Analysis

After testing the hypothetical model to be tested within the scope of
the research, standardized path coefficients related to the model are
given in Figure 2.

Table 1. Correlations Among Variables, Mean and Standard Deviation Scores

Variables Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6
ECR Il anxious attachment sub-dimension 64.40 (18.92) -
ECR Il avoidant attachment sub-dimension 63.13(15.37) 0.13 -
Total score of narcissistic personality inventory 5.51(2.85) 0.09 -0.21° -
Total score of self-compassion scale 74.92 (16.44) -0.32° -0.12 0.04 -
Total score of vulnerable narcissism scale 23.25(5.13) 0.36° -0.09 0.22° -0.31° -
Total score of Beck depression scale 37.39(11.18) 0.35° 0.11 0.09 -0.48° 0.22° -
Total score of Beck anxiety scale (38.05 13.96) 0.32° 0.16° -0.02 -0.332 0.17° 0.57°
Abbreviations: SD, standard deviation; ECR, experiences in close relationship.
P <.01.
bp < .05.
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Table 2. Bootstrap Test Results®

Path Mediator(s) Path coefficient () 95% Cl

Anxious attachment/ vulnerable narcissism Self-compassion 0.31b (0.37) [0.031,0.145]
Anxious attachment/ anxiety Self-compassion, narcissism, & vulnerable narcissism 0.23b (0.32°) [0.009, 0.175]
Anxious attachment/ depression Self-compassion, narcissism, & vulnerable narcissism 0.21b (0.34) [0.064, 0.233]

Abbreviation: Cl, confidence interval.
3 = Standardized.

2Only indirect effects determined to be statistically significant are reported. Bootstrap was made over 1,000 samples (Hayes, 2009).
5P < .05.The value in parentheses reflects the state when other variables have no effect.

Self-
compassion

I7x

Vulnerable
narcissism
Narcissism

Figure 2. Standardized Path Coefficients for the Hypothetical Model

Anxious
attachment

Avoidant
attachment

*P < .05. The value in parentheses reflects the state when other variables have
no effect.

When the standardized path coefficients in the model were exam-
ined, anxious attachment had a statistically significant predictive ef-
fect on vulnerable narcissism ($ = .31, P= .00), narcissistic personality
traits (B =.13, P=.011), self-compassion (3 =-.32, P= .00), depression
(3=.21,P=.001), and anxiety (3 =.23, P=.002). Avoidant attachment
had a statistically significant predictive effect on vulnerable narcis-
sism (B =-.16, P = 0.011) and narcissistic personality traits (§ =-.22, P
=.001), and self-compassion had a statistically significant predictive
effect on fragile narcissism (B =-.23, P=.000), depression (3 =-0.41, P
=.000), and anxiety ( = -.24, P =.000).

In addition, it was observed that the path coefficient from anxious
attachment to vulnerable narcissism was not affected by other
variables (f = .37, P = .000), but remained statistically significant
when the effects of other variables were considered (f = .32, P
=.000). It can be stated that self-compassion has a partial medi-
ating effect on the relationship between narcissism and anxious
attachment.

When the variances explained in the model were evaluated, it was
determined that anxious attachment, self-understanding, and avoid-
ant attachment together explained 20% of vulnerable narcissism;
anxious attachment, self-compassion, and avoidant attachment to-
gether explained 6% of narcissistic personality traits; anxious attach-
ment, self-compassion, avoidant attachment, vulnerable narcissism,
and narcissistic personality traits together explained 29% of depres-
sion and anxious attachment, self-compassion, avoidant attachment,
vulnerable narcissism, and narcissistic personality traits together ex-
plained 18% of anxiety.
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Testing the Mediation Effect

In this study, the significance levels of indirect effects were also test-
ed with the bootstrapping method. The criterion for the significance
of the indirect effect was that the estimation intervals for the indirect
effect did not contain 0. If the indirect effect range did not include
0, the indirect effects were statistically significant; if it did, it was not
statistically significant.>° The findings are shown in Table 2.

As a result of mediation tests, self-compassion in the relationship be-
tween anxious attachment and vulnerable narcissism; self-compas-
sion, narcissistic personality traits, and vulnerable narcissism in the
relationship between anxious attachment and anxiety, self-compas-
sion, narcissistic personality traits, and vulnerable narcissism were
found to have mediating effects.

Discussion

This study aimed to test the mediating role of narcissism, vulnerable
narcissism, and self-compassion in the relationship between attach-
ment dimensions and psychopathology. In this study, attachment
dimensions were evaluated in 2 sub-dimensions as anxious and
avoidant, and among psychopathological conditions, depression
and anxiety were examined.

Consistent with the literature, the results showed that as the anxious
attachment increased, the symptoms of depression and anxiety in-
creased as well.3'32 One possible explanation is that children whose
needs are not regularly met during infancy may have a reduced sense
of trust in others and may experience anxiety and depression as a
result of their inability to develop emotion regulation strategies.*®
The results of the study showed that when anxious attachment in-
creased, vulnerable narcissism also increased. In previous studies,
similar results regarding anxious attachment among attachment di-
mensions and narcissism have been observed.>* Anxiously attached
individuals are known to be hypersensitive to attachment figures
and possible threats.®

Itis understandable that individuals who are concerned that they will
not get a sensitive response from others when they need it, show hy-
persensitivity and exaggerated perception. Contrary to what might
be expected, anxious attachment is also positively associated with
the narcissistic traits scale, which measures the grandiose character-
istics of narcissism, but the strength of this relationship is lower than
with vulnerable narcissism. This low relationship found suggests that
features such as claiming rights and authority can be used as a de-
fense mechanism against anxiety.

Another finding related to anxious attachment is that it is negatively
related to self-compassion. Individuals with anxious attachment try
to maintain intimacy with the attachment figure and tend to exag-
gerate the feeling of negativity when they fail, and thus believe that
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they are inadequete.*This may lead to a lower level of self-compas-
sion. Similarly, Wei et al** have found a relationship between attach-
ment anxiety and lower self-compassion. Another result of the study
was that self-compassion had a partial mediating effect on the re-
lationship between anxious attachment and vulnerable narcissism.
This may indicate that the low self-compassion of an anxiously at-
tached individual may lead to a lack of kindness toward themselves
and as a result of this, feeding into vulnerable narcissism dominated
by the belief of inadequacy.

Considering the characteristics of the avoidant attachment dimen-
sion, such as fear of establishing intimacy and avoidance of attach-
ment, it is an expected result that this attachment dimension where
individuality is at the forefront is negatively related to vulnerable
narcissism in which there are negative views about themselves.3® A
relationship between avoidant attachment, anxiety, and depression
was not found. A possible explanation for this may be that they are
reluctant to seek help from others and tend to show themselves bet-
ter because they doubt the interest of others when they need it. As
individuals tend to blame themselves more in anxious attachment,
it is possible to see the relationship with psychological symptoms
more clearly.

Self-compassion appears to have a predictive effect on depression,
anxiety, and vulnerable narcissism. As self-compassion increases,
vulnerable narcissism, depression and anxiety decrease. One possi-
ble explanation for the negative correlation of self-compassion with
anxiety and depression is the view that self-compassion has an ef-
fect on developing functional strategies to relieve distress and can
be a protective factor against psychological symptoms by increasing
emotional flexibility. The result that self-compassion mediates the
relationship between anxious attachment and depression, which is
another finding of the study, is consistent with the present findings.

Some limitations should be considered when evaluating the results
of this study. The study was conducted only with university students,
so it cannot be generalized to a larger population. Future research
should evaluate variables associated with attachment and psycho-
pathology in a variety of samples, with a wider age range and cul-
tural diversity. In addition, the cross-sectional design and correlation
analysis of the study do not provide information about causality.
Self-report scales were used to evaluate variables in the study. There
are discussions about the reliability of attachment scales in the liter-
ature.¥ It is thought that it will be important for future studies to use
evaluation tools such as clinical interviews.

As it is known that insecure attachment is associated with the devel-
opment of many psychopathologies in terms of protective mental
health, it is thought that it will be important to consider the dimen-
sions of self-compassion and narcissism in prevention programs.
Given the mediating effect of self-compassion, targeting the devel-
opment of non-judgmental attitudes toward oneself can prevent
possible psychological distress and create a buffering effect.?®
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