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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the relationship between attachment styles and social exclusion
among university students, considering the mediating role of emotion regulation difficulties. A
descriptive, correlational research design utilizing structural equation modeling (SEM) was adopted.
The target population included students from the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences at the
University of Isfahan, who were enrolled during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using random sampling,
250 students were selected and completed the Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (Gratz &
Roemer, 2004), the Social Exclusion Questionnaire (Hoof & VVromen, 2011), and the Adult Attachment
Style Questionnaire (Collins & Read, 1990). Data were analyzed using AMOS statistical software. The
results showed that secure attachment (§ = -0.304, p < 0.001) and avoidant attachment (p = -0.154, p =
0.016) were significant negative predictors of social exclusion, while anxious attachment was not a
significant predictor (§ =-0.064, p = 0.318). Furthermore, difficulties in emotion regulation significantly
mediated the relationship between attachment styles and social exclusion (p < 0.05). These findings
highlight the significant roles of attachment styles and emotion regulation difficulties in individuals’
experiences of social exclusion. Accordingly, interventions focusing on emotion regulation training may
serve as effective strategies to mitigate the negative consequences of insecure attachment styles, prevent
experiences of social exclusion, and promote adaptive functioning following social exclusion.
Keywords: Social Exclusion, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation, Attachment Styles, university
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Social connections are fundamental to psychological well-being, and perceived social rejection—a
subjective sense of being excluded, ignored, or undervalued—has been consistently associated with
various negative emotional outcomes such as depression, anxiety, and diminished self-esteem.
Attachment theory provides a valuable framework for understanding how early relational experiences
shape emotional and social functioning over the lifespan.

The adult attachment theory suggests that the initial interactions with caregivers form internal
working models that influence expectations, emotion regulation, and behaviors in adult relationships.
Individuals with secure attachment tend to trust others, regulate emotions adaptively, and maintain
balanced social functioning. Conversely, those with anxious attachment often display fear of
abandonment and hypersensitivity to rejection, whereas individuals with avoidant attachment suppress
attachment needs and maintain emotional distance—both of which may affect how they perceive and
respond to social rejection.

Emotion regulation, defined as the ability to modulate emotional states and expressions, plays a
central role in adapting to social challenges. Difficulties in emotion regulation—such as limited
emotional awareness, poor impulse control, and limited access to adaptive strategies—may exacerbate
the negative effects of insecure attachment on social functioning. Prior research suggests that emotion
regulation difficulties can mediate the relationship between attachment styles and various psychosocial
outcomes, particularly in the context of social rejection.

Notwithstanding the theoretical foundation, empirical studies examining emotion regulation
difficulties as a mediator between adult attachment and perceived social rejection remain limited.
University students constitute a particularly relevant population for this investigation, given the
interpersonal transitions and emotional challenges characteristic of emerging adulthood. Hence, the
current research aimed to verify a mediation model in which difficulties in emotion regulation are argued
to mediate the relationship between adult attachment styles (secure, anxious, and avoidant) and

perceived social rejection.

Method

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using path analysis to test the hypothesized
mediation model. The population comprised undergraduate students enrolled in the Faculty of
Psychology and Educational Sciences at Khorrasgan University, Isfahan, during the first semester of the
2023-2024 academic year. Using simple random sampling, 250 students voluntarily participated in the

study.
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Data were collected using the following instruments:

1. Adult Attachment Scale (Collins & Read, 1990) — assessing secure, anxious, and avoidant
attachment styles;

2. Perceived Social Rejection Scale (Hof & Vermunt, 2011) — measuring subjective experiences
of exclusion and rejection;

3. Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (Gratz & Roemer, 2004) — evaluating multiple
aspects of emotion regulation deficits.

Participants completed the questionnaires anonymously after providing informed consent. Statistical
analyses were conducted using AMOS software. Structural equation modeling (SEM) was used to assess
both direct and indirect pathways. Model fit was evaluated using standard indices (CFI, TLI, RMSEA,
y*/df). The significance of indirect effects was tested using the bootstrap method with 5,000 resamples.

Results and Discussion

Results demonstrated that secure attachment was negatively associated with perceived social rejection
(B = -0.304, p < 0.001), indicating that individuals with higher secure attachment experience less
perceived rejection. Avoidant attachment also showed a significant negative direct relationship (f = -
0.154, p = 0.016), while anxious attachment did not have a significant direct effect (f = -0.064, p =
0.318).

Emotion regulation difficulties significantly mediated the relationship between different attachment
styles and perceived social rejection. More specifically, secure and avoidant attachment styles were
associated with fewer emotion regulation difficulties, which in turn predicted lower perceived rejection.
On the other hand, anxious attachment predicted greater emotion regulation difficulties, indirectly
leading to higher perceived rejection. Bootstrapping confirmed the significance of these indirect effects.

These findings highlight the pivotal role of emotion regulation as a mechanism through which
attachment styles shape social experiences. Secure attachment appears to directly buffer individuals
against rejection and indirectly enhance resilience through better emotional control. Avoidant
attachment reduces perceived rejection mainly through emotion regulation processes, likely reflecting
emotional distancing as a coping strategy. In contrast, anxious attachment increases vulnerability to
rejection primarily via emotion dysregulation.

The results broaden the understanding of previous studies by pointing out different ways through
which attachment influences social functioning. They underscore that interventions aimed at
strengthening emotion regulation skills—such as mindfulness-based or acceptance-focused
approaches—may reduce the negative psychosocial effects of insecure attachment and make university

students more socially adaptable.
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Conclusion

The present study provides empirical support for the mediating role of emotion regulation difficulties in
the relationship between adult attachment styles and perceived social rejection. Secure attachment
directly and indirectly reduces perceived rejection, whereas avoidant and anxious attachment influence
rejection perception primarily through emotion regulation difficulties.

These findings reinforce the necessity of including the emotion regulation in clinical and educational
interventions targeting young adults. Enhancing emotional awareness, flexibility, and coping skills may
serve as a protective factor against the interpersonal consequences of insecure attachment. Future
longitudinal studies should explore causal relationships and examine other potential mediators such as
self-esteem, social competence, and resilience to discover more about the attachment-rejection

dynamic.
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