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EDITORIAL NOTE

We are grateful to the Editorial Board of “Psihologija” for this opportunity 
to gather papers about attachment and mentalization research in one issue.

It is fair to say that attachment research and its applications are one of 
the most vital segments of psychology. Specialized journals, books, research 
papers, conferences, and growing number of university courses all around the 
world, all testify to this. Attachment research occupies unique position between 
developmental and clinical psychology, enriching both at the same token, as 
longitudinal studies, neuropsychological techniques, and interviewing persons 
with mental disorders all participate in this domain. Recently, there have 
been efforts at developing programs for infant-parent psychotherapy and for 
prevention of school violence, and, at the same time, discussion was open about 
evolutionary roots of attachment and mentalization.

We believe that attachment research may prove even more important for 
psychoanalysis. As it is more and more an integral part of psychoanalytic thinking, 
attachment provides links between psychoanalysis and research traditions in 
the humanities and social sciences. By bringing it back under the auspices of 
university, from which it was long absent, the attachment research may even 
be said to be its most vital. That influence is bi-directional became particularly 
obvious after the introduction of mentalization as a concept and the development 
of several measures for testing it. During the last two decades, mentalization has 
become a “hot topic” in developmental and clinical psychologies alike, as its 
explanatory power is impressive and clinical effectiveness substantiated.

We hope that this situation can be observed in this special issue of 
“Psihologija”. Our contributors have tested both clinical and non-clinical samples 
of children, adolescents, students, and adults. They have applied various measures 
of attachment and mentalization, from questionnaires to interviews, in a variety 
of cross-sectional and experimental designs. Most of the papers gathered here 
transverse across the previously imposed boundaries between subdisciplines.

Viviana Langher and her colleagues from Rome‘s La Sapienza University 
have investigated nuclear families with children with cerebral palsy or epilepsy and 
without. Their findings show that hospitalization and the consequent separation of 
the nuclear families may influence the formation of secure attachment relationships, 
in particular between father and child. We are sure that, after replication, this may 
lead to important implications for clinical practice and prevention.

Martina Lotar Rihtarić and Željka Kamenov, from Zagreb University, 
explore dimensions of the attachment to friends, as determinants of susceptibility 
to peer pressure in adolescents. Two studies that they report have yielded 
plethora of interesting, unexpected and even provocative findings, including the 
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differential contribution of attachment dimensions to peer pressure in boys and 
girls, depending on the way the peer pressure was measured.

Florian Juen and his team of researchers from Austria, Germany and 
the UK provide an overview of the AAP measure with special emphasis on 
the attachment-related defensive processes, uniquely assessed by this tool. 
Using AAP, overall findings of earlier meta-analytic studies were confirmed: 
attachment disorganization is overrepresented in the clinical group and secure 
internal working model of attachment is in the clinical group extremely rare. 
The special contribution of this study is the attempt to obtain further insight 
into differences in defensive processes and self-other boundary confusion in 
individuals with disorganized/unresolved attachment.

University of Montreal was represented by a team headed by Professor 
Marc-André Bouchard. They have, thanks to financial help provided by the 
International Psychoanalytic Association, investigated the relationship among 
trauma, mentalization, and autobiographical memory. As expected, they found 
that childhood trauma is negatively linked to mentalization, but that the quality of 
autobiographical recall is positively linked to childhood trauma. This surprising 
result will certainly inspire further studies.

Ella Fizke, of Goetinngen University, has, together with Professor Anna 
Buchheim and Florian Juen of Innsbruck, investigated ability to recognize 
emotions, a core aspect of mentalization, within an experimental design, both 
during activation of attachment system and in neutral condition, in depressive 
inpatients and healthy controls. Their findings support assumption that 
impairment of mentalizing capacity in individuals with unresolved/disorganized 
and insecure attachment is manifested only in situations that lead to affective 
arousal which they find difficult to regulate. This is especially evident in 
individuals with impaired affect regulation abilities, such as clinical patients.

Svenja Taubner and Christian Curth, of Kassel University and International 
Psychoanalytic University, Berlin, provide not only an extensive review of 
literature on the relationship between trauma and aggressiveness, with focus 
on adolescence, but they offer important new support for developmental and 
clinical work: they report that mentalization completely mediates the relationship 
between early abuse and aggressive behavior – finding that will, we are sure, 
have important implications for future research and practice.

Finally, Heather Beth MacIntosh of the McGill University, offers 
systematic review and critical examination of the empirical evidence about 
mechanisms mediating the relationships between childhood experiences and later 
psychological functioning. She has identified six unique studies that assessed the 
relationships between the variables of attachment and/or childhood adversity, 
mentalizing and adult functioning.

We wish to thank many reviewers who have read these and other papers, 
and with their insightful comments helped both the authors and the editors.

 Aleksandar Dimitrijević
 Nataša Hanak
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Perception of attachment security in families
with children affected by neurological illness

Viviana Langher, Giuseppe Scurci, Giuseppe Tolve, and Andrea Caputo
Department of Dynamic and Clinical Psychology,

University of Rome “La Sapienza”, Italy

This study analyzes inter-family relationships of families with children with 
neurological problems using Bowlby’s attachment theory as model of reference. The research 
was conducted in two hospitals in Serbia specialized in neurological diseases: cerebral 
palsy and epilepsy. It is hypothesized that neurological problems could be associated to a 
discrepancy of inter-family attachment perceptions. Two groups were selected, a clinical 
one composed of 25 nuclear families: mother, father and child with a certified diagnosis of 
either cerebral palsy or epilepsy; and a control group of 25 nuclear families: mother, father 
and child with no pathology. Kerns, Klepac and Cole’s Security Scale (1996) was used 
for the investigation, with the addition of two modified version for administration to the 
parents. Data analysis demonstrated that the clinical group is substantively higher (p=.076) 
with respect to the discrepancy of attachment perceived by the children and the attribution 
of meaning that parents give to their child’s attachment perception towards them. Further 
analyses carried out on parent-child relationships demonstrated a significant difference (p 
=.017) between the clinical and control groups, with respect to the perception of father-child 
attachment. We conclude that in the clinical group, there is a discrepancy of attachment 
perceptions that particularly affects the father-child relationship. It appears that hospitalization 
and the consequent separation of the nuclear families may influence the formation of secure 
attachment relationships, in particular between father and child.
Keywords: attachment, nuclear families, neurological pathology
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Susceptibility to peer pressure and
attachment to friends

Martina Lotar Rihtarić1 and Željka Kamenov2

1Department of Behavioural Disorders, Faculty of Education and Rehabilitation
Sciences, University of Zagreb, Croatia

2Department of Psychology, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
University of Zagreb, Croatia

The role of attachment to friends in the explanation of adolescents’ susceptibility to 
peer pressure was explored, regarding the way these two constructs are measured. In Study 1, 
475 high school students (194 boys and 281 girls) were given Susceptibility to Peer Pressure 
Questionnaire, and their attachment to friends was measured with Modified Experiences in 
Close Relationships Inventory and Relationship Scales Questionnaire. One month later, 80 
boys and 80 girls participated in Study 2, where they completed the same Susceptibility to 
Peer Pressure Questionnaire in a chat-room simulation, convinced that they can see other 
students’ answers and that their own answers could be seen by others. When susceptibility 
to peer pressure was measured by self-report questionnaire, the level of avoidance proved 
to be a significant predictor for boys, while the level of anxiety and the model of others 
were significant predictors for girls. When susceptibility to peer pressure was measured 
experimentally, the results showed that attachment dimensions predict only girls’ susceptibility 
and that the only significant predictor is their model of others.
Key words: susceptibility to peer pressure, attachment to friends, self-report measures, chat-

room simulation, conceptual model of the peer influence process
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Attachment disorganization in
different clinical groups:

what underpins unresolved attachment?4

Florian Juen1, Lisa Arnold2, Dominik Meissner3,
Tobias Nolte4, and Anna Buchheim1

1Institute of Psychology, Deptartment of Clinical Psychology,
University of Innsbruck, Austria

2Klinik für Psychosomatische Medizin und Psychotherapie,
University of Ulm, Germany

3Klinik für Psychiatrie und Psychotherapie, LMU Klinik München, Germany
4The Anna Freud Centre, London, UK

This paper summarizes findings and clinical implications of research on attachment 
disorganization in diverse clinical groups. Disorganized/unresolved attachment is 
overrepresented in these groups compared to healthy control participants, but disorder-
specific characteristics of this attachment pattern are still poorly understood. The focus of 
this study was to explore defensive processes in participants whose narratives were classified 
as disorganized/unresolved using the Adult Attachment Projective Picture System (AAP). 
Besides the predominance of disorganized attachment, clinical participants demonstrated 
more “segregated system material” especially in stories representing aloneness and more 
“Personal Experience material” compared to healthy individuals. Within the disorganized/
unresolved clinical individuals, BPD and PTSD patients showed the highest proportion of 
attachment disorganization and were less able to use other attachment-related defenses to 
maintain organized. Furthermore, PTSD patients were emotionally overwhelmed by the 
projective attachment scenes compared to the other clinical groups as indexed by an incapacity 
to complete sections of the AAP. BPD and addicted patients were characterized by a high 
degree of self-other boundary confusion. Depressive and schizophrenic patients showed a 
high overall defensive intensity to remain organized.

Keywords: attachment disorganization, unresolved attachment, Adult Attachment 
Projective
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Mentalization and autobiographical memory
as clinical components of the self and identity

Julie Dauphin1, 2, Conrad Lecomte1, Marc-André Bouchard1,
Joanne Cyr2, and Pierre David2

1 Université de Montréal, Canada
2 Institut Universitaire en Santé Mentale de Montréal, Canada

Psychoanalysts have suggested that a mentalization process is required for the 
transformation of drives and affects into mental representations of self and others. Meanwhile, 
neuroscientists suggest that episodic memory, through autonoetic consciousness, is crucially 
involved in the elaboration of the Self and subjective experience. This research empirically 
investigates the relationship between the quality of mentalization and the efficacy of 
autobiographical recall, and considers childhood trauma and psychopathology as possible 
related factors. Thirty participants presenting with either high or low mentalization profiles 
according to the Mental States Rating Systems (MSRS) were submitted to the TEMPau, a 
semi-structured interview designed to assess the quality of autobiographical recall from 
several criteria (episodicity, self-perspective and consciousness). Childhood trauma was 
assessed using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ). The Symptom Checklist (SCL–
90-R) and the Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-IV Personality Disorders (SCID-II) 
were used to assess global symptomatology and Axis-II disorders respectively. As expected, 
levels of mentalization are related to higher levels of childhood abuse (emotional, physical and 
sexual) and symptomatology (SCL–90-R Global Severity Index). However, contrary to our 
expectation, better autobiographical memory is associated with poor mentalization profiles, 
although spontaneity of recall is less efficient in those subjects. No significant relation was 
found between Axis-II disorders and traits, and other clinical variables.
Keywords: mentalization, autobiographical memory, childhood trauma, personality disorders

Corresponding author: julie.dauphin@umontreal.ca
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Activation of the attachment system and
mentalization in depressive and healthy individuals

– an experimental control study

Ella Fizke1, Anna Buchheim2, and Florian Juen2

1Institute of Psychology & Courant Research Centre „Evolution of Social Behaviour“,
University of Göttingen, Göttingen, Germany

2Institute of Psychology, Deptartment of Clinical Psychology,
University of Innsbruck, Austria

From a developmental and clinical point of view attachment theory and mentalization 
are closely connected and have become increasingly important to understand the origins of 
psychopathological development. However, very little is known about how exactly different 
inner working models of attachment are related to diverse mentalizing abilities and this is 
particularly true for adult populations – healthy as well as clinical populations. In the present 
study we investigated this relation with a sample of inpatients diagnosed with depression and a 
sample of healthy individuals. In an experimental setting the attachment system was activated 
using the Adult Attachment Projective Picture System (AAP). Mentalization was assessed 
during activation and in comparison to a control condition using a modified version of the 
Reading the Mind in the Eyes Test (RMET). We expected that an activation of the attachment 
system i) diminishes the capacity to take another’s perspective in individuals with unresolved 
state of mind, ii) has no impact in individuals with secure attachment representation and iii) 
is dependent of clinical status in individuals with insecure (but organized) working models 
of attachment. Overall, these hypotheses were confirmed. However, the impact of clinical 
status on mentalization in insecure attachment has to be further explored. We summarize 
that attachment state of mind has a mediating influence on mentalization basically in such 
situations where the attachment system is activated.
Keywords: working model; mentalization; attachment
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Mentalization mediates the relation between
early traumatic experiences and aggressive

behavior in adolescence

Svenja Taubner1,2 and Christian Curth1

1Department of Psychology, University of Kassel, Germany
2International Psychoanalytic University Berlin, Germany

The aim of the study was to examine whether mentalization serves as a protective 
factor against aggressive behavior in adolescence in the context of early traumatization. We 
present data from a non-clinical sample of adolescents from Germany (n=97) and calculate 
a mediation model to test the link between early traumatic experiences and aggressive 
behavior with mentalizing skills as a mediator. Mentalization was assessed with the 
Reflective Functioning Scale on the Adult-Attachment-Interview and aggressive behavior was 
measured with the Reactive-Proactive-Aggression-Questionnaire. Traumatic experience was 
operationalized as physical and/or sexual abuse as reported in the Childhood Experience of 
Care and Abuse Questionnaire. Results show a complete mediation for Reflective Functioning 
on the relationship between early abuse and aggressive behavior. Thus, the findings of the 
study support an understanding of mentalizing as a protective factor for the relationship 
between early abusive experience and the development of aggressive behavior. Clinical 
implications are discussed.
Keywords: mentalization, abuse, aggressive behavior, adolescence, mediation model
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Mentalizing and its role as a mediator in the 
relationship between childhood experiences and adult 

functioning: exploring the empirical evidence

Heather Beth MacIntosh
School of Social Work, McGill University, Canada

The introduction of the concept of mentalizing into psychoanalytic discourse has 
provided researchers with an important tool for beginning to understand the mechanisms 
mediating the relationships between childhood experiences and later psychological 
functioning. Researchers have made strong statements regarding the strength of this 
mediational relationship in their movement toward the building of novel and efficacious 
intervention approaches. The goal of this systematic review was to critically examine the 
empirical evidence for these statements. Five unique studies were identified that assessed 
the relationships between the variables of attachment and/or childhood adversity, mentalizing 
and adult functioning. Some preliminary evidence for the role of mentalizing as an important 
mediator variable was identified. However, researchers were cautioned to continue to engage 
in further empirical study to ensure that theoretical explorations do not overstate or move too 
far beyond the empirical research findings.
Keywords: mediation, mentalizing, attachment, psychotherapy, psychoanalytic
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