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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to model the mediating role of interpersonal problems in the
relationship between attachment styles and narcissistic personality traits among athletes.

Methods: The research method was descriptive-correlational, and the study had an applied purpose.
The statistical population consisted of all athletes residing in Tehran. The sample included 250
participants who were selected via convenience sampling. The research instruments included the
Narcissistic Personality Questionnaire, the Adult Attachment Scale, and the Inventory of
Interpersonal  Problems. Data were analyzed using structural equation  modeling.
Results: The results indicated that the indirect path coefficient between the avoidant attachment style
(B=0.169, P<0.01) and the anxious attachment style ($=0.110, P<0.01) with narcissistic personality
traits  was significantly positive  and  statistically ~ significant at the 0.01 level.
Conclusion: The findings suggest that attention to interpersonal problems and insecure attachment
styles plays an important role in identifying and understanding the development of narcissistic traits.
Therefore, designing psychological interventions focused on improving interpersonal skills and
emotion regulation may help reduce interpersonal difficulties and promote athletes’ mental health.
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Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Competitive and performance-based
environments in sports can serve as a context
for reinforcing certain dimensions of
narcissism—aparticularly feelings of
superiority, the need for recognition, and the
pursuit of admiration. Some studies suggest
that moderate levels of narcissism may be
associated with higher levels of self-
confidence and improved performance in
sports; however, excessive narcissism can lead
to  negative  consequences such  as
interpersonal  conflicts,  difficulties in
teamwork, and an inability to tolerate criticism
or failure. Therefore, examining these
characteristics among athletes can contribute
to a deeper understanding of the personality
factors influencing  performance  and
psychological well-being within athletic
settings.

Individuals with narcissistic traits often
encounter numerous challenges in their
interpersonal  relationships.  Feelings of
superiority, excessive need for admiration, and
lack of empathy typically render their
relationships unstable and conflict-prone.
Interpersonal difficulties in these individuals
may manifest as dimensions such as
interpersonal sensitivity, interpersonal
ambivalence, aggression and hostility,
excessive need for social approval, and poor
socialization. Given the importance of mental
health and optimal performance in athletes,
identifying the factors that contribute to the
development and maintenance of narcissistic
traits is of great significance. Attachment
styles, as enduring patterns in forming
emotional bonds, play a significant role in
shaping personality traits and determining the
quality of interpersonal
relationships. Although previous research has
examined the associations among attachment
style, narcissistic traits, and interpersonal
difficulties in general populations, the
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mediating role of interpersonal problems in
this relationship—particularly among
athletes—has  received less  empirical
attention. Therefore, the present study aims to
investigate this relationship and propose a
model explaining the mediating role of
interpersonal difficulties between attachment
styles and narcissistic personality traits among
athletes. Accordingly, the primary research
question is: Do interpersonal problems
mediate the relationship between attachment
styles and narcissistic personality traits among
athletes?

Materials and Methods

This research employed a descriptive-
correlational design with an applied purpose.
The statistical population included all athletes
residing in Tehran in 2023, and the study
sample comprised 250 participants selected
through convenience sampling. Research
instruments  included the  Narcissistic
Personality Inventory, the Adult Attachment
Scale, and the Interpersonal Problems
Inventory. After data collection, incomplete or
invalid questionnaires were excluded, leaving
a final sample of 248 participants. Data
analysis was performed using Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM).

Results

Following sample attrition, the final number of
participants was 248 (147 female, 101 male;
mean age = 30.53 years, SD = 6.95). The
results indicated a significant positive total
path coefficient between avoidant attachment
style and narcissistic traits (f = 0.222, p <
0.01). Conversely, the total path coefficient
between anxious attachment style and
narcissistic traits was non-significant (p =
0.057, p > 0.05). The direct effects of both
avoidant (B = 0.054, p > 0.05) and anxious (B
= -0.052, p > 0.05) attachment styles on
narcissistic  traits  were not  significant.
However, theindirect effects through
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interpersonal problems were significant for
avoidant (f = 0.169, P< 0.01) and anxious (B
=0.110, p < 0.01) attachment styles.

Conclusion

Findings demonstrated that interpersonal
problems serve as mediators between insecure
attachment styles (anxious and avoidant) and
narcissistic ~ personality  traits ~ among
athletes. In conclusion, interpersonal
problems represent a crucial mediating
mechanism linking insecure attachment to
narcissistic traits in athletes. Targeted
psychological interventions focusing on
emotion regulation, interpersonal  skill
development, and attachment pattern
modification could thus enhance social
functioning and  reduce  maladaptive
personality traits in this population.

Given that the statistical population consisted
solely of athletes residing in Tehran, and the
sample was selected through convenience
sampling, the findings can only be generalized
to this specific group. One of the main
limitations of the present study is the use of
self-report instruments, which may be
influenced by response biases such as social
desirability. In addition, the correlational and
cross-sectional design limits the ability to
draw causal inferences. Accordingly, future
research is recommended to employ
longitudinal and experimental designs and to
utilize multi-source assessment methods (e.g.,
clinical interviews, coach
reports). Furthermore, investigating the role of
additional psychological variables—such as
emotion regulation, early maladaptive
schemas, self-esteem, and social support—
may contribute to a more comprehensive
understanding of the mechanisms underlying
these  relationships. From an  applied
perspective, it is recommended that sport
psychologists, counselors, and coaches design
and implement educational programs and
psychological interventions aimed at
improving interpersonal  communication
skills, enhancing  emotion  regulation

capacities, and modifying maladaptive
cognitive patternsto reduce interpersonal
difficulties and promote psychological well-
being among athletes.
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