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Objectives The current study investigated the mediating role of emotion regulation and empathy be�
tween attachment styles and dark personality traits. 
Methods In total, 350 teenage students from Bushehr schools were selected based on convenience 
sampling method in the academic year of 2017-18. Then, dark traits test, emotional dysregulation, at�
tachment styles, and empathy were distributed among research participants to respond. Collected data 
were analyzed by correlation indicators and path analysis in LISREL software. 
Results There was a significant correlation between the components of dark personality traits, empathy, 
emotional dysregulation, and attachment styles (P<0.05). Moreover, path analysis modeling indicated 
the mediating role of emotional dysregulation and empathy in the relationship between attachment 
styles and dark traits (P<0.05). 
Conclusion The obtained results supported the hypothesis that attachment styles lead to dark traits ten�
dencies and emotional dysregulation. Furthermore, empathy can have a moderating role in this regard. 
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

he present study examined the mediating 
role of emotion regulation and empathy in 
the relationship between attachment styles 
and dark personality traits. The dark triad 
traits model assumes three distinct features; 

Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy. Machia-
vellianism tends to be ambitious, delinquent, controlling, 
and immoral. Narcissism is characterized by several inter-
personal disorders, including excessive self-confidence and 
hostile behaviors. Psychopathy includes emotional slow-
ness, deceptive interpersonal styles, impulsive behavior, 
and irresponsibility. 

From evolutionary psychologists’ perspective, dark per-
sonality traits can be influenced by the socioeconomic 
conditions of childhood. Evidence suggests that attachment 
disorders are among the factors that contribute to personali-
ty-related psychopathology. Bowlby focuses on the quality 
of the primary communication between the child and the 
guardian and emphasizes the level of security that the child 
feels in the world. Symptoms of attachment disorder appear 
to be related to dark traits. 

Furthermore, considering that attachment is an emotional 
component, the dimensions of emotional regulation and 
empathy also affect the effect of attachment on the growth 
of personality traits. Individuals with dark personality 
characteristics fail to experience emotional distress when 
exposed to other people's suffering. This lack of emo-
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tional responsiveness may allow people with high levels 
of dark triad personality to manage and exploit others with 
relatively little concern for the consequences of their be-
haviors. Empathy is a complex psychological response in 
which observation, memory, knowledge, and reasoning are 
combined to bring insights into the thoughts and feelings 
of others. Investigating relationship between dark traits and 
cognitive and emotional empathy suggests that Machiavel-
lianism, narcissism, and psychopathy are negatively related 
to emotional empathy; however, those are poorly linked to 
cognitive empathy. 

2. Methods

This was a fundamental and descriptive- correlational 
study. The statistical study population included Boushehr 
high-school male students in the 2016-17 academic year. 
A total of 350 questionnaires were distributed among the 
students. Moreover, 318 questionnaires data were entered 

into the statistical analysis by deleting the incomplete data 
(incomplete questionnaires). To collect data, dark triad 
personality tests, attachment styles questionnaire, emotion 
dysregulation scale-short form, and empathy and sympathy 
scale were used. 

3. Results

There was a significant correlation between the compo-
nents of dark personality traits, empathy, emotion dysregu-
lation, and attachment styles (P<0. 05) (Table 1) (Figure 1). 
Furthermore, fearful attachment directly affected emotion 
dysregulation, psychopathy, and narcissism. 

The occupied attachment directly affected emotion, dys-
regulation, and Machiavellianism. The ambivalent attach-
ment directly impacts the emotion dysregulation, Machia-
vellianism, and psychopathy. There was a direct negative 
correlation between empathy and Machiavellianism and 
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Figure 1. The path diagram of the relationship between attachment styles and dark personality traits with the mediating role of dif-
ficulty of emotion dysregulation and empathy

Table 1. Model indices 

Indices X2 df P RMSEA SRMR NFI NNFI CFI IFI GFI AGFI

value 76.63 39 < 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.92 0.91 0.95 0.83 0.89 0.91
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psychopathy. In addition, emotion dysregulation had a di-
rect effect on the Machiavellianism and narcissism. Consid-
ering the fitness indices representing the optimal fit of the 
model with the research data, the research hypothesis was 
confirmed in this model. 

4. Discussion

The obtained results indicated that attachment styles 
directly impact the dark triad personality. Emotion dys-
regulation mediated the connection between disruptive 
attachment styles and dark triad personality. Furthermore, 
empathy moderated the indirect relationship of immune 
style with the trait of psychopathy and Machiavellianism. 
Additionally, empathy has no role in the indirect relation-
ship between disruptive attachment styles and dark traits. 
Investigating the experiences of attachment and the quality 
of parenting relationships in psychopathic and Machiavelli 
individuals suggested that those who had very high scores 
in these traits were characterized by decreasing attachment 
bonds. In addition, insecure and disruptive attachment 
styles and their symptoms are common among criminals. 
A childhood disadvantaged environment is likely to play a 
significant role in the development of psychopathic char-
acters. 

Furthermore, studies of psychopathy reported this fact, 
which is confirmed by some empirical evidence [37, 38]. 
Therefore, the contributing factors of psychopathic person-
ality are the failure of childhood attachment systems. More-
over, research studies revealed that the pathological traits of 
personality are strongly related to different dimensions of 
emotion dysregulation. Scholars investigated the relation-
ship between pathological personality traits and emotional 
responsiveness to daily events. They concluded that nega-
tive excitability, diffusion, and hostility moderate the rela-
tionship between adverse interpersonal events and negative 
emotional state. 

Furthermore, people with high levels of diffusion lack 
emotional clarity. These findings suggest that pathological 
personality traits with high emotional responsiveness are 
related to interpersonal negative daily events [43]. 

Therefore, in people with dark personality traits who have 
disrupted attachment styles, negative childhood experi-
ences have caused emotion dysregulation in these individu-
als. In explaining the mediator role of empathy, research 
evidence suggests that activating context creates a sense 
of secure attachment; it encourages individuals to provide 
empathic responses and less interpersonal anxiety in re-
sponse to the others’ needs. The sense of secure attachment 

is mainly activated by sympathetic and friendly engage-
ment with others [46]. Therefore, establishing positive and 
empathic relationships with others, especially parents, and 
encouraging parents to establish positive relationships with 
others can help to reduce the emergence of symptoms of 
dark personality traits. 
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