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ABSTRACT

Parental Attachment and Satisfaction With Social Life: The Mediating 
Role of Gelotophobia

Gonzalo del Moral-Arroyo1, Carla Canestrari2, Morena Muzi2, Cristian Suárez-Relinque1, Angelo Carrieri2 and 
Alessandra Fermani2

1 Área de Psicología Social. Universidad Pablo de Olavide.
2 Department of Education, Cultural Heritage and Tourism, University of Macerata.

Antecedentes: el objetivo del presente estudio fue investigar la forma en que la gelotofobia se relaciona con el apego 
seguro parental, el grado de satisfacción con la vida social y las estrategias de afrontamiento en una muestra no 
clínica de adultos jóvenes españoles. Método: la muestra estuvo conformada por 306 jóvenes adultos españoles (M= 
21.4 años; DT= 2.27; 67.6% mujeres). Se analizaron las relaciones entre las variables del estudio y se puso a prueba 
un modelo de mediación según el cual la gelotofobia (M) media en la relación entre el apego seguro paterno (VI) y 
el nivel de satisfacción con la vida social (VD). Resultados: una vida social satisfactoria se relacionó con niveles 
bajos de gelotofobia y altos de apego seguro al padre, así como con el uso de estrategias de afrontamiento positivas 
de control y apoyo social. El apego seguro al padre se asoció positivamente con las estrategias de afrontamiento 
centradas en la búsqueda de apoyo social y negativamente con la gelotofobia. Conclusiones: altos niveles de apego 
seguro al padre se relacionan con una mayor satisfacción con la vida con la mediación de bajos niveles de gelotofobia. 
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RESUMEN 

Background: The aim of the present study was to investigate how gelotophobia is related to secure parental 
attachment, the degree of satisfaction with social life and coping strategies in a non-clinical sample of young Spanish 
adults. Method: the sample consisted of 306 young Spanish adults (M= 21.4 years; SD= 2.27; 67.6% women). The 
relationships between the study variables were analysed and a mediation model was tested in which gelotophobia 
(M) mediated the relationship between secure parental attachment (IV) and the level of satisfaction with social 
life (DV). Results: a satisfactory social life was related with low levels of gelotophobia and high levels of secure 
attachment to the father, as well as with the use of positive coping strategies of control and social support. Secure 
attachment to the father was positively associated with coping strategies focused on seeking social support and 
negatively associated with gelotophobia. Conclusions: High levels of secure attachment to the father are related to 
higher life satisfaction mediated by low levels of gelotophobia. 
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In the last decade, interest has grown in the psychological 
disposition of people towards ridicule, especially through one 
concept: gelotophobia or fear and discomfort of being taken as an 
object of ridicule (Platt et al., 2010; Platt & Ruch, 2009). 

Gelotophobic people feel uncomfortable in the presence of 
laughter; for example, when they hear someone laugh, they assume 
that they are being laughed at, and this makes them feel anxious, 
ashamed, and afraid, and decreases their disposition to happiness 
(Platt et al., 2010; Platt & Ruch, 2009; Proyer et al, 2012a; Torres-
Marín & Carretero-Dios, 2017). They also tend to underestimate 
their own intelligence (Ruch & Proyer, 2009), their strength of 
character (Ruch et al., 2010), and their abilities in general (Platt 
et al., 2010).

Several studies have shown that a person’s psychological 
disposition toward ridicule changes with age. Childhood and ado-
lescence are the stages of life in which people are more sensitive 
to ridicule and, in fact, boys and girls are more gelotophobic 
than adults (Führ, 2010; Ruch & Proyer, 2009). Different factors 
have been related to this phenomenon, for example, parent-child 
relationships based on excessive punishment or overprotective 
education (Proyer et al., 2012a), or poor social support and the 
search for an identity typical in adolescence (Führ, 2010). Being 
ridiculed repeatedly in childhood and adolescence in different 
primary contexts (family, school, peer group) can cause people to 
become gelotophobic in adulthood (Proyer et al., 2012b; Ruch et 
al., 2010; Titze, 2009). All these studies unanimously agree that 
the transition from adolescence to adulthood plays a key role in 
an individual’s psychological disposition toward ridicule. Despite 
this, the way in which gelotophobia changes in early adulthood 
remains largely unexplored, with scarce research available in the 
literature (Miczo, 2017; Papousek et al., 2009; Torres-Marín et 
al., 2017). 

Which variables may be related to this universal disposition 
to ridicule (Proyer et al., 2009) that allow us to understand its 
origins and subsequent evolution? This study highlights three 
potentially interesting variables that have received little attention 
to date: parental attachment, coping strategies, and satisfaction 
with social life.

Firstly, it has been verified that the way ridicule is handled 
within a family plays an important role in the development of 
gelotophobia (Proyer et al., 2012b). Additionally, certain psy-
chosocial origins of gelotophobia can be traced back to family 
functioning: the acquisition of social skills is poor in gelotophobic 
people and this is generally related to family dynamics in which 
disobedient behaviour is punished with shame-inducing practices, 
such as ridicule (Proyer et al., 2012b; Titze, 2009). The feeling of 
shame is particularly characteristic of persons with extreme levels 
of gelotophobia, subjected to the use of simulated extra-family 
scenarios based on ridicule (Platt, 2021).

Research on the internal dynamics of family groups has been 
neglected from the standpoint of attachment styles (secure, in-
secure-avoidant, insecure-anxious, and disorganised; Meyer & 
Pilkonis, 2001), despite the interesting results obtained in some 
pioneering studies (Miczo, 2017; Wu et al., 2019). Gelotophobia 
has been positively correlated with anxiety and insecure-avoidant 
attachment in non-clinical young adults (Miczo, 2017). Secure 
attachment to the father (but not to the mother) has been correlated 
with low levels of gelotophobia in adolescents with autism, while 

in non-autistic adolescents it has been correlated with secure 
attachment to both parents (Wu et al., 2015). It is interesting to 
note how gelotophobia affects not only parental attachment but 
also romantic attachment. In fact, it is positively associated with 
insecure-avoidant and insecure-anxious romantic attachment styles 
(Brauer & Proyer, 2020; Brauer et al., 2020). In addition, various 
studies have shown that secure attachment to the father can play 
a mediating role between gelotophobia and cybervictimisation 
in Italian young adults (Canestrari et al., 2019; Canestrari et al., 
2021a; Canestrari et al., 2021b).

Secondly, humour has been recognised as a successful tool 
for coping with difficulties and improving personal well-being 
(Consoli et al., 2018; Dionigi & Canestrari, 2018a; 2018b; Proyer 
& Wolf, 2017). Turning a worry into something to laugh about 
is a way to buffer difficulties. However, very few studies have 
examined the way in which gelotophobia is related to coping 
strategies in general. 

Several theoretical models have been developed to explain the 
ways in which people cope with difficult events of various kinds. 
As described by Tap et al. (1997), four types of coping strategies 
may be used: control, social support, rejection and withdrawal. 
The first two are described as positive or active strategies and the 
last two as negative or passive strategies. Focusing on positive 
strategies, people who adopt a control strategy actively try to 
overcome a difficult situation, set goals to achieve (cognitive 
control), coordinate their activities (behavioural control), and 
avoid panic (emotional control). People who use social support 
strategies ask for help from competent people to receive advice 
and suggestions (informative support). They also share their 
experiences (emotional support) and do activities with other 
people to contain the stress they are experiencing (cooperation to 
distract themselves).

Interestingly, self-assessments of gelotophobia have not 
been correlated with the use of humour as a coping strategy in 
adolescence (Führ et al., 2013), while they have been negatively 
correlated in adulthood (Ruch et al., 2009). These differences in 
the use of coping strategies in gelotophobic people based on age, 
despite being interesting, have received little attention.

Thirdly, literature suggests that gelotophobia affects a very 
important component of the development of adolescents and 
young adults: satisfaction with social life. If an individual 
develops a fear of being laughed at, this negatively influences 
their social relationships and decreases their satisfaction with 
social life, which can, in turn, lead to social withdrawal and 
low social skills (Platt et al. al., 2010). Isolation is a typical 
strategy of gelotophobic subjects, reducing the risk of being 
ridiculed in social situations, even paying the price of increasing 
dissatisfaction with their social life; this strategy is one of the 
contact points identified between gelotophobia and vulnerable 
narcissism (Blasco-Belled et al., 2022), as well as satisfaction in 
the workplace (Ruch & Stahlmann, 2020).

Despite the interest in the subject of disposition to ridicule, as 
well as its cross-cultural nature and its potential relationship with 
psychosocial variables, few studies have focused on gelotophobia 
in the Spanish population (Carretero-Dios et al., 2010; Torres-
Marín et al., 2017; 2018; 2019) and none have explored its 
relationship with variables such as parental attachment, coping 
strategies or satisfaction with social life.
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For all the above reasons, a more in-depth analysis of this 
interesting line of work is considered necessary and justified. 
Based on this premise, the present study proposed the following 
objectives:

1)	 To examine the differences in a sample of young Spanish adults 
in terms of levels of gelotophobia, secure attachment to parents 
and coping strategies used, in relation to satisfaction with social 
life.

2)	 To measure the impact of secure attachment to parents in 
relation to gelotophobia, coping strategies and satisfaction with 
social life.

3)	 To verify the hypothesis that gelotophobia mediates the 
relationship between parental attachment and satisfaction with 
social life in young adults.

It was hypothesized that a tendency toward gelotophobia 
would negatively correlate with the individual’s secure attachment 
to their father and mother, in line with previous studies in non-
clinical individuals (i.e. the control group in the study by Wu et 
al., 2015). Regarding coping strategies, the aim was to explore 
whether gelotophobia is related to the use of positive coping 
strategies identified by Tap et al. as part of their strategic approach 
(1997). It was hypothesized that young adults who score high in 
gelotophobia would tend to use lower levels of positive coping 
strategies as reported in previous studies (Canestrari et al., 2019). 
Similarly, secure attachment to parental figures would positively 
correlate with the use of coping strategies based on control and 
social support and greater satisfaction with social life. Finally, 
gelotophobia would mediate the relationship between secure 
attachment to parental figures and satisfaction with social life: high 
levels of secure attachment to the father and the mother would be 
related to high levels of satisfaction with social life if low levels of 
gelotophobia were present.

Although, in light of the results of research carried out to date, 
gelotophobia does not seem to be affected by gender (Führ et al., 
2009; Platt et al., 2010; Ruch et al., 2014), it was included as a 
covariate in the present study because it is a variable that requires 
further study in terms of its relationship with the disposition to 
ridicule and due to its relationship with other study variables, for 
example, attachment. Previous literature has shown that, at least 
during adolescence, belonging to a gender influences parental 
attachment style (Buist et al., 2002), although it has not been 
possible to verify whether attachment styles towards parental 
figures in their relationship with gelotophobia are affected by 
gender (Wu et al., 2015).

Method

Participants

The convenience sample consisted of 306 young Spanish adults 
(67.6% women and 32.4% men), all of them students at Pablo 
de Olavide University (Spain), who participated voluntarily and 
anonymously in the study. The age of the participants ranged from 
19 to 29 years (M = 21.4; SD = 2.27). The inclusion criteria were 
having Spanish nationality and being between 18 and 29 years of 
age, in other words, emerging young adults, as defined in previous 

literature (Arnett, 2000; Arnett et al., 2014; Fermani et al., 2016; 
Fermani et al. al., 2020).

Instruments

To evaluate gelotophobia, the PhoPhiKat<30> questionnaire 
(Ruch & Projecter, 2009) was used. On the scale, 10 of the 30 state-
ments measure gelotophobia (e.g. “If they laugh in my presence, 
it makes me suspicious”), another 10 measure gelotophilia, and 
finally, the last 10 measure katagelasticism. 

In the present study, only the gelotophobia factor was considered, 
understood as the fear of being considered an object of ridicule. The 
10 items on the scale were extrapolated from the GELOPH<15> 
scale (Carretero-Dios et al., 2010), which was translated and 
validated into Spanish from the PhoPhiKat<30> scale.

Responses were expressed on a 4-point Likert-type scale 
(from 1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree). In this case, a 
higher score on the scale was equivalent to a higher score on the 
gelotophobia construct to be measured. Ruch and Proyer (2009) 
reported a high reliability of the scale (Cronbach’s alphas greater 
than .84) and a high test-retest reliability. It has been widely used 
by authors (Proyer et al., 2010; Renner & Heydasch, 2010; Samson 
& Meyer, 2010; Samson et al., 2011). In this study, the Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient for the gelotophobia scale was .74. 

To evaluate the attachment relationships with the father 
and with the mother, we used the Inventory of Parent and Peer 
Attachment (IPPA) (Armsden & Greenberg, 1987) in its shortened 
version (Raja et al., 1992) adapted to Spanish (Delgado et al., 2016; 
Gallarin & Alonso-Arbiol, 2013). The IPPA has been developed to 
determine young people’s perceptions of the negative or positive 
affective/cognitive dimension towards father and mother, as well 
as the degree to which attachment to the two parental figures is 
secure, from the psychological standpoint. The scale comprises 
24 items (12 items for attachment to the father and 12 items for 
attachment to the mother). It requires participants to respond on 
a 6-point Likert-type scale (from 1 = completely false up to 6 = 
completely true). Examples of items include: “My father/mother 
respects me”; “I talk to my father/mother about my problems and 
concerns.” A higher score on the scale is equivalent to a higher 
secure attachment score. 

This scale has been successfully applied in previous studies 
(Canestrari et al., 2021a; Fermani et al., 2016; 2020; Wu et al., 
2015; 2019). The same scale has also been used by Wu et al. (2015, 
2019) to investigate the association between parental attachment 
and gelotophobia.

Based on all the analyses of the factors and convergent validity 
indices obtained in the adapted Spanish version of the inven-
tory (Gallarin & Alonso-Arbiol, 2013; Delgado et al., 2016), it 
was concluded that the scale could be considered monofactorial, 
measuring secure attachment to the father and mother separately. 
Specifically, in the process of validating the Spanish version of 
the questionnaire, a principal component analysis with oblimin 
rotation was carried out, which confirmed the unidimensionality 
of the questionnaire. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) index was 
calculated, as well as a sphericity test for each subscale (mother 
and father), obtaining values of .95. Bartlett’s test was statistically 
significant: χ2(120) = 4093.55, p < .0001, on the mother scale; 
χ2(120) =4488.89, p < .0001, on the father scale (Gallarin & Alonso-



440

del Moral et al. / Psicothema (2022) 34(3) 437-445

Arbiol, 2013; Delgado et al., 2016). In the present study, optimal 
levels of Cronbach’s Alpha were obtained (α = .82, attachment to 
the mother scale; and .89, attachment to the father scale).

To evaluate the different coping strategies in problem solving, 
the Echelle Toulouse de Coping (ETC) scale (Esparbès et al., 1993) 
was used. The Spanish version of the scale was also validated 
and adapted (López-Vázquez & Marvan, 2004). The scale consists 
of 44 items with responses on a 5-point Likert-type scale (from 
1 = never to 5 = forever) from which 4 factors may be extracted: 
control of problematic events; social support; retreat; rejection. A 
higher score on the scale is equivalent to a higher score in the use 
of the coping strategy evaluated. In this study, the first two factors 
were considered. Examples of items were: “I think of the strategies 
I could use to solve the problem” (Control); “I feel the need to 
share what I feel with those around me” (Social support). 

Based on all the exploratory and confirmatory factorial ana-
lyses and convergent validity indices obtained, López-Vázquez 
& Marvan (2004) concluded that the questionnaire reliably and 
validly assesses positive and negative coping strategies. The 
Cronbach’s Alpha levels obtained in this study for control and 
social support were .88 and .73, respectively.

Social satisfaction was assessed using an item measuring 
their current degree of satisfaction with their social life on a 
10-point Likert-type scale (from 1 = completely dissatisfied to 10 
= completely satisfied); the mean obtained was 7.98 (SD = 1.3). 
This item was recoded into 3 groups based on previous studies 
(Canestrari et al., 2019): low satisfaction (8.2%), moderate 
satisfaction (56.6%) and high satisfaction (35.2%). Other studies 
have investigated the satisfaction of one’s social life with a single 
item, considering it sufficiently clear and predictive in this context. 
For example, in Italy, the National Statistics Institute (ISTAT, 
2014) uses the same item on a 10-point Likert-type scale.

There is a debate in the literature regarding the use of a single 
item in terms of predictive validity (Diamantopoulos et al., 2012). 
However, some authors (Bergkvist & Rossiter, 2009; Sackett & 
Larson, 1990) have stated that when a construct is small in scope, 
one-dimensional, and unambiguous to the respondent, using a 
single item is the best approach, even economically speaking.

Procedure

The questionnaire was applied in a classroom individually 
based on the university group (university class) and under the 
supervision of a researcher who explained the purposes of the 
research, remaining on hand to answer questions and resolve 
doubts. All the participants gave their informed consent and 
respected the rules of the APA Ethics Codes and the ethical 
principles of the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical 
Association, 2013). Only one subject decided not to participate in 
the study. The completion of the questionnaire took approximately 
30 minutes.

Data analysis

The descriptive analyses related to the participants (frequencies 
and percentages) and on the factors (means and standard deviation), 
the Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA), the Cronbach’s 
Alpha coefficients, the bivariate correlations and the simple linear 

regressions were calculated using SPSS software (IBM SPSS 
Statistics, version 22). 

To test the hypothesized mediation model according to which 
the quality of parental secure attachment works as an independent 
variable (IV), gelotophobia as a mediating variable (M) and the 
level of satisfaction with life as a dependent variable (DV), with 
gender introduced as a control variable, an SPSS software add-
on called “PROCESS” (version 1; Hayes, 2013) was used and a 
bootstrapping analysis was performed to verify the significance 
of the indirect effects (Shrout & Bolger, 2002). The technique 
generates an estimate of effects at a 95% confidence interval. If 
zero is not within the 95% confidence interval, it can be concluded 
that the indirect effect is significantly different from zero and, 
therefore, that the effect of the independent variable on the 
dependent variable is mediated by the proposed mediating factor.

Results

The first objective of this study was to examine the differences 
between the participants in terms of levels of gelotophobia, secure 
attachment to parents and coping strategies used in relation to 
satisfaction with social life. The MANOVA results showed 
statistically significant differences (Table 1).

Table 1.
Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviation) and MANOVA of the study 
variables according to satisfaction with social life.

Low 
satisfaction

Average 
satisfaction

High 
satisfaction

F (2, 301) η2

1 PhoPhiKat <30> M (SD) M (SD) M (SD)

1.1 Gelotophobia (α=.74) 2.55a (.68) 2.13b (.52) 1.95b (.42) 15.16*** .09
2 IPPA
2.1 Father attachment 
(α=.89)

3.65a (1.36) 4.45b (.92) 4.53b (.92) 8.67* .06

2.2 Mother attachment 
(α=.82)

4.72a (.92) 4.93a (.68) 4.99a (.73) 1.40 .01

3 ETC
3.1 Control (α=.88) 3.25a (.78) 3.58b (.62) 3.88c (.56) 13.38** .08
3.2 Social support (α=.73) 3.13a (.89) 3.42b (.62) 3.69b (.57) 10.05** .06

Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05 
Tukey’s post hoc test: a> b >c

Specifically, it was shown that a more satisfactory social life 
corresponded to low levels of gelotophobia (F(2, 301) = 15.16, p 
< .001, η² = .09) and high levels of secure attachment to the father 
(F(2, 301) = 8.67, p < .05, η² = .06). Participants who expressed 
high satisfaction with social life resorted more to positive “control 
coping” strategies (F(2, 301) = 13.38, p < .01, η² = .08) and social 
support (F(2, 301) = 10.05, p < .01, η² = .06). The results did not 
show significant differences according to gender: gelotophobia 
(F(2, 301) = .84, p = ns, η² = .00); attachment to the father (F(2, 
301) = .01, p = ns, η² = .00); secure attachment to the mother (F(2, 
301) = 2.98, p = ns, η² = .01); control (F(2, 301) = 3.15, p = ns, η² 
= .01); social support (F(2, 306) = .05, p = ns, η² = .00).

To measure the impact of secure attachment to parents with 
respect to gelotophobia, coping strategies and satisfaction with 
social life, correlation and linear regression analyses were per-
formed. The correlations between the variables of interest were 
significant and in the expected theoretical direction (see Table 2).
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Table 2.
Bivariate Pearson correlations.

1 2 3 4 5 6
1. Gelotophobia 1
2. Father attachment -.166*** 1
3. Mother attachment -.105 .318*** 1
4. Control -.243*** .105 -.008 1
5. Social support -.031 .133** .057 .379*** 1
6. Social satisfaction -.357*** .274*** .146** .332*** .289*** 1

Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01

Regarding coping strategies, Pearson’s correlations showed 
that gelotophobia was negatively associated with positive coping 
strategies such as control (r = -.243; p < .001). Secure attachment to 
the father was positively associated with coping strategies focused 
on seeking social support (r = .133; p < .01) and negatively with 
gelotophobia (r = -.166; p < .001). Secure attachment to the mother 
did not show significant associations in this study with regard to 
gelotophobia and coping strategies. Satisfaction with social life 
was positively associated with secure attachment to both parents 
(father: r = .274; p < .001; mother: r = .146; p < .01) and coping 
strategies (control: r = .332; p < .001; social support: r = .289; p < 
.001) and negatively to gelotophobia (r = -.357; p < .001).

These results were confirmed through simple linear regressions. 
Three simple linear regression analysis models were developed, 
introducing secure attachment to the father as the only independent 
variable and gelotophobia, satisfaction with social life and social 
support coping strategies as dependent variables, one in each model. 
Then, the same analysis was carried out inserting secure attachment 
to the mother in its place. For this reason, no collinearity analysis 
was performed in the proposed analysis since there were not two 
predictor variables in the same model (in each model the collinearity 
statistics - tolerance and VIF - were equal to 1). We preferred to 
proceed with the analyses separately, referring to existing scientific 
literature (Canestrari et al., 2019; Crocetti et al., 2008).

The independence of the errors was studied with the Durbin-
Watson test: in relation to secure attachment to the father, values 
equal to 1.902 (gelotophobia) were obtained (1,862 (social support) 
and 1,961 (satisfaction with social life)); and in relation to secure 
attachment to the mother, 1,890 (gelotophobia) (1.903 (social 
support) and 1.910 (satisfaction with social life)), suggesting 
independence between the residuals, since they were in the range 
1.5-2.5 considered to assume that there was no autocorrelation 
(Durbin & Watson, 1971). To verify homoscedasticity, the White 
statistic was calculated for each simple linear regression by 
multiplying the R2 of each model, calculated from the squared 
non-standardized residuals, by the number of observations. In all 
cases the p value was greater than .05, so the homoscedasticity 
hypothesis was accepted.

From the simple linear regression analyses, secure attachment 
to the father was found to be negatively associated with gelo-
tophobia and positively associated with social support and social 
life satisfaction. Secure attachment to the mother did not show 
statistically significant associations with any of the three variables 
(see Table 3).

To conclude the results section, the proposed mediation 
analysis is presented below. The results of the first step showed 
that by controlling the gender variable (β = −.007, s.e. = .008, p = 
n.s.), gelotophobia can be configured as a mediating variable (M) 

between secure attachment to the father (IV) and satisfaction with 
social life (DV).

In addition, a significant direct effect of secure attachment to the 
father on satisfaction with social life was obtained, c’, (β = .082; p < 
.05) (Figure 1, Table 4), while no significant results were obtained 
with secure attachment to the mother. Zero was not included in the 
95% confidence interval. (LLCI = -.0139; ULCI = -.1496).

Gelotophobia intervenes with a mediation effect between 
secure attachment to the father (β = -.083; p < .01; LLCI = -.1427; 
ULCI =-.0229) and satisfaction with social life (β = -.308; p < 
.001; LLCI = -.4372; ULCI = -.1799) (see Figure 1).

Therefore, the results suggest that a higher quality of secure 
attachment to the father was related to a higher satisfaction with 
social life through the mediation of lower levels of gelotophobia 
in the sample participating in the study.

Table 3.
Simple linear regressions.

Total n = 306 Gelotophobia Social support Satisfaction with social life
Father attachment −.166*** .133* .250***
Mother attachment n.s n.s n.s
R2 .03** .02* .08 ***

Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05

Table 4.
Model coefficients.

Consequent
M (Gelotophobia) Y (Satisfaction)

Antecedent Coeff. SE p Coeff. SE p
X (Father) A -.083 .030 < .01 c’ .082 .034 < .05
M (Gelot) iM - 2.235 -.183 < .000 b -.308 .065 < .000
Constant iy 2.661 .252 < .000
R2=.043
F(1,294) = 6.6080, p< .001

R2 =.108
F(1,294) = 11.7307, p< .01

GELOTOPHOBIA

FATHER ATTACHMENT SATISFACTION WITH
 SOCIAL LIFE

-.083**
(se. 030)

-.308***
(se. 065)

-.082*
(se. 034)

Figure 1.
Simple regression model in the form of a statistical plot.
Note. *** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05

Discussion

The present study broadens research on gelotophobia, particularly 
in relation to active or positive coping strategies, satisfaction with 
social life and secure parental attachment, in a sample of young 
Spanish adults. It responds to the need to study gelotophobia in a 
generational, early adulthood-related and cultural (Spanish) context, 
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which are aspects that have scarcely been studied to date. The results 
obtained also provide evidence on the perception that gelotophobic 
people have of their parental attachment, their social life and the 
coping strategies they choose.

Our study shows that the participants with high satisfaction with 
their social life presented high levels of secure attachment to the 
father figure. This result is consistent with the findings reported in 
previous studies showing that people who are satisfied with their 
social lives also have a secure parental attachment (Crittenden, 2008; 
Crittenden et al., 2010). In addition, our study highlights the role 
that gelotophobia plays as a mediator between secure attachment 
to the father and satisfaction with social life: a high level of secure 
attachment to the father is related to greater satisfaction with social 
life if low levels of gelotophobia are present. Family dynamics 
have been identified as a relevant factor for the development of 
gelotophobia (Miczo, 2017; Proyer and Neukom, 2013; Ruch et al., 
2014; Wu et al., 2019; Wu et al., 2015). In line with previous studies 
carried out with autistic adolescents (Wu et al., 2015) and non-
clinical young adults (Canestrari et al., 2021a) that had shown the 
connection between secure attachment to the father and the presence 
of gelotophobia, our data revealed secure attachment to the father 
(and not to the mother) is a predictor of gelotophobia. In this sense, it 
could be thought that security in parental attachment could be related 
to the ability to explore personal aspects, which could in turn be 
related to being the object of ridicule. It may be that the management 
of sense of humour and the ability to laugh at oneself within the 
family is more related, within the cultural context of this study, to the 
relationships and interactions with the father versus those with the 
mother. Thus, a secure attachment with the figure who socializes in a 
dominant manner in humour and in the disposition to ridicule in the 
family context could explain lower levels of gelotophobia. Another 
characteristic of the cultural context that could help to explain this 
result is related to the different gender mandates depending on the 
sex of the person. Consequently, the presence in the public sphere 
and, therefore, the greater likelihood of being exposed to situations 
of ridicule would be a characteristic traditionally associated with 
men, while the private-family sphere and a lower likelihood of 
experiencing situations to model the disposition to ridicule would 
traditionally be associated with women. This factor related to 
differential gender socialisation could influence the management of 
humour at home through the parental attachment relationship.

Future studies could examine this aspect in greater depth to 
clarify how belonging to a gender, as well as variables related to 
the differential socialisation process, act as moderators between 
attachment styles and gelotophobia. 

Secure attachment to the father appears to influence not only 
gelotophobia but also coping strategies. In fact, secure attachment to 
the father was observed to positively influence the choice of a positive 
coping strategy such as social support. This choice, together with 
control, is defined as positive since it presupposes that the subject takes 
charge of or confronts the problematic situation that causes stress (Tap 
et al., 1997). Moreover, our results show that the more gelotophobic 
subjects had a lower tendency to choose positive control-based coping 
strategies. However, a positive correlation between gelotophobia and 
the use of social support strategies, reported in previous studies, was 
not observed (Canestrari et al., 2019).

The use of social support as a coping strategy in gelotophobic 
subjects is relatively complex. In fact, it has been shown that subjects 

with high levels of gelotophobia tend to withdraw socially and, 
therefore, not depend on others to deal with their problems (Ruch 
et al., 2014). It has been hypothesized that the use of social support 
is a strategy that depends on the type of social group to which the 
person belongs. For example, gelotophobes who use social support 
to cope are likely to rely on a select and restricted circle of close 
friends or relatives, while larger social groups are not considered 
for this purpose (Canestrari et al., 2019; Ruch & Stahlmann, 2020). 
In the present study, social support did not significantly correlate 
with levels of gelotophobia. This result may have to do with the 
fact that proximity to supportive social groups has not been taken 
into account, so the data may have been dispersed to the point of 
not converging towards a significant correlation. Further research 
should be carried out to clarify this aspect.

In conclusion, the present study broadens the scope of previous 
studies related to the connections between parental attachment, 
satisfaction with social life and gelotophobia, in an age range 
(emerging adults) that remains under-researched in the field of 
studies on gelotophobia. It also proposes researching gelotophobia 
in relation to coping strategies, since this relationship has hardly 
been studied in the field of reference and, in particular, in relation 
to positive coping strategies. These results have important practical 
implications. It would be important to promote multi-family group 
training strategies to examine in greater depth the fear of ridicule, 
in which fathers, mothers, sons and daughters could intervene. 
Learning to manage the fear of ridicule, together with other ma-
nifestations of humour, in the family context and in a guided and 
safe manner, could be useful to promote the acquisition of coping 
strategies in situations outside the family. Through group dynamics 
such as bad joke workshops, the humorous Johari window, or the 
“ridiculum vitae”, the emotion of fear of ridicule could be worked 
on and the relationships of communication, trust and parent-child 
closeness could be strengthened (three of the components of secure 
attachment; Armsden & Greenberg, 1987). 

However, the study is not without limitations. The small 
size of the sample and the sample selection procedure mean that 
complementary studies are necessary to generalize the findings to 
the Spanish youth population. Similarly, further research may reveal 
certain diverging aspects with respect to the reference literature, for 
example the influence of gender on the development of attachment 
styles that influence the genesis of gelotophobia. Finally, future 
studies will be able to investigate in greater depth the connection 
between gelotophobia and the choice of coping strategies, which is 
clearly both an innovative aspect of the research presented and also 
one of its main limitations: the study of the potential mediating role 
of coping strategies in the relationship between gelotophobia and 
satisfaction with social life.
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