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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Adolescence is a transitional stage from childhood to adulthood, characterized by efforts to achieve
goals aligned with cultural and social expectations (Takeda et al., 2023). During this period, adolescents face numerous
challenges that not only seem difficult to overcome but also require social skills to be effectively managed (Morovati
Sharifabad et al., 2019). Social skills are defined as learned social behaviors that enable individuals to interact with
others in a way that increases the likelihood of positive behaviors and helps avoid negative reactions (Graver et al.,
2020). Individuals with well-developed social skills tend to engage more in interpersonal group interactions and
demonstrate behaviors that lead to positive psychosocial outcomes, such as peer acceptance and effective relationships
with others. Conversely, a lack of social skills may cause noticeable harm to adolescents' emotional, personality, and
psychological balance (Esfandiari & Shabannejad Khas, 2023; Khanzadeh, 2022; Bharati et al., 2019). Therefore,
identifying the factors influencing adolescents' social skills is essential.

One factor that provides a suitable conceptual framework for social skills is the mentalization theory. Mentalization
is a dynamic and multidimensional ability that enables individuals to anticipate potential reactions and consequences
of their behaviors during social interactions (Fonagy & Luyten, 2018). This ability to accurately identify and reason
about others’ social cues is positively associated with social skills (Green, 2022).

Attachment styles may also be considered influential factors in social skills. Bowlby’s attachment theory
emphasizes the impact of the early caregiver—child relationship on the child’s emotional development, which can
significantly influence an individual’s social skills (Bowlby & Ainsworth, 2013). Numerous studies have
demonstrated a relationship between secure attachment and social skills (DeWitt et al., 2023; Curran et al., 2021,
Pierce et al., 2020; Ibrahim et al., 2018). Although the association between insecure attachment and difficulties in
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social skills has been frequently supported in research, the mediating processes underlying this relationship still require
further investigation.

One variable that may serve as a potential mediator is emotion regulation. From the perspective of Gratz and Roemer
(2004), emotion regulation refers to the ability to understand, modify, experience, and express emotions. Research
shows that having a secure attachment style and a high capacity for mentalization plays a crucial role in emotional
regulation (Calkins & Hill, 2007; Cooper & Redfern, 2015; Ensink & Mayes, 2010), and can promote emotional self-
regulation during distress (Borjali et al., 2021; Camuiarano, 2017; Gordo et al., 2020). Emotion regulation, in turn,
has been considered a key factor in social acceptance and the development of social skills (Esmaili, 2023). Therefore,
it can be argued that emotion regulation is associated with social skills and plays a significant role in their emergence.
Moreover, emotion regulation is influenced by both attachment styles and mentalization capacity. These reciprocal
relationships suggest the possibility that emotion regulation mediates the relationship between mentalization and
attachment styles with social skills. Accordingly, the present study was conducted to examine the relationship between
mentalization and attachment styles with social skills, mediated by emotion regulation.

Method: The present study was descriptive-correlational in nature based on its objectives and data collection
methods. The statistical population consisted of all adolescent students in the first secondary high school level in Qom
County during the 2023-2024 academic year. The sample size was determined to be at least 200 participants based
on Kline’s (2015) recommendation for path analysis. Since it was not feasible to access the entire population, a multi-
stage cluster random sampling method was employed. In total, 276 individuals were surveyed, among whom 31 either
did not return the questionnaire or completed it incompletely. Therefore, 245 participants were considered as the final
sample for the study.

The research tools included the Adult Attachment Scale (Collins & Reed, 1990/1996), the Reflective Functioning
Questionnaire (Fonagy et al., 2016), the Emotion Regulation Checklist for Children and Adolescents (Shields &
Cicchetti, 1997), and the Matson Evaluation of Social Skills for Youngsters (Matson et al., 1986).

Results: A total of 245 participants comprised the final sample of this study. Among them, 129 were female and 116
were male. Additionally, 89 participants were in the seventh grade, 85 in the eighth grade, and 71 in the ninth grade.
Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual model of the study along with standardized coefficients.
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Figure 1. The Causal Relationships Among the Research Variables

The path coefficients presented in Figure 1 indicate that mentalization and secure attachment styles positively
predict adolescents’ social skills, while avoidant and ambivalent insecure attachment styles negatively predict social
skills (p < 0.01). Furthermore, to examine the mediating role of emotion regulation in the relationships between
mentalization and attachment styles with social skills, a bootstrap test was conducted. The results of this test are
presented in Table 1.

104



MENTALIZATION AND ATTACHMENT IN SOCIAL SKILLS Fateme Heidari and Abdolvahid Davoodi

Table 1. Indirect Effects Using the Bootstrap Method

. . Dependent Bootstrap Confidence Interval .
Independent Variable Mediator Vgriable Lower Bound _ Upper Bound Effect Size p
Mentalization Emotion Regulation Social Skills 0.042 0.193 0.114 .002
Secure Attachment Emotion Regulation Social Skills 0.090 0.241 0.165 .002
Avoidant Attachment Emotion Regulation Social Skills -0.165 -0.014 -0.085 .023
Ambivalent Attachment ~ Emotion Regulation Social Skills -0.162 -0.009 -0.074 .024

The results in Table 1 indicate that the indirect effects of mentalization and secure attachment style on social skills
through emotion regulation are positive and statistically significant (p < 0.01). Similarly, the indirect effects of
avoidant and ambivalent insecure attachment styles on social skills through emotion regulation are negative and
statistically significant (p < 0.05). Therefore, it can be concluded that emotion regulation significantly mediates the
relationships between mentalization and attachment styles with social skills.

Discussion: The present study aimed to examine the relationship between mentalization and attachment styles with
adolescents’ social skills, mediated by emotion regulation. The results showed that mentalization and secure
attachment styles positively predicted social skills, while avoidant and ambivalent insecure attachment styles
negatively predicted social skills. Additionally, the findings indicated that emotion regulation can mediate the
relationships between mentalization and attachment styles with adolescents’ social skills.

To explain this finding, it can be said that individuals in childhood evaluate their caregivers based on their own
mental frameworks, and this process is accurate only when a correct representation of reality is formed in their minds.
A sufficiently good caregiver creates accurate and adaptive mental representations in their child. Regarding whether
attachment theory precedes mentalization theory or vice versa, the reality is that these two are often considered
together, with many interlinking strands between the theories. Secure attachment in parents fosters the development
of mentalization capacity in them, leading to better mental interactions with their child and, consequently, the
development of the child’s mentalization ability. Through this skill, individuals in adulthood will have sufficient
abilities to regulate and manage emotions when facing difficulties. Since the ability to regulate emotions is a protective
factor against various personality and psychological problems and is essential for optimal social functioning, it can be
expected that adequate emotion regulation skills lead to enhanced social skills in adolescents. Therefore, the mediating
role of emotion regulation in the relationships between mentalization, attachment styles, and adolescents’ social skills
is justifiable.

In summary, it can be concluded that mentalization and attachment styles can influence adolescents’ social skills
both directly and indirectly through emotion regulation. Specifically, possessing a higher mentalization capacity and
secure attachment style can improve adolescents’ emotion regulation, which in turn increases their social skills.
Conversely, insecure attachment styles reduce adolescents’ emotion regulation capacity and subsequently decrease
their social skills.

Finally, it is important to note that this study did not control for socioeconomic status or intelligence quotient, which
may affect the internal validity of the results. Therefore, it is recommended that future research be conducted over a
broader age range and control for demographic variables such as socioeconomic status and 1Q as much as possible.
Practically, it is also suggested that programs aimed at enhancing mentalization capacity, promoting secure

attachment, and improving emotion regulation processes be designed and implemented to improve adolescents’ social
skills.
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