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Boosting Attachment Security to Promote Mental Health, Prosocial
Values, and Inter-Group Tolerance

Mario Mikulincer
Bar-Ilan University, Ramat-Gan, Israel

Phillip R. Shaver
University of California, Davis

In this article, we conceptualize the sense of attachment security as an inner resource
and present theory and research on the broaden and build cycle of attachment se-
curity generated by the actual or symbolic encounter with external or internalized
loving and caring relationship partners. We also propose that the body of research
stimulated by attachment theory offers productive hints about interventions that
might increase positive experiences and prosocial behavior by bolstering a person’s
sense of security. On this basis, we review recent experimental studies showing how
interventions designed to increase attachment security have beneficial effects on
mental health, prosocial behavior, and intergroup relations, and discuss unaddressed
issues concerning the mechanism underlying the beneficial effects of these interven-
tions, the temporal course of these effects, and their interaction with countervailing
forces.

Personality and social psychologists have recently
broadened their conception of human beings and in-
terpersonal relations to include positive elements and
processes, such as empathy, generosity, and proso-
cial virtues (Aspinwall & Staudinger, 2003; Seligman,
2002). Until recently, most of social psychology, and
most of psychology in general, was oriented toward
negative emotions and destructive behaviors, such
as selfishness, defensive self-enhancement, ethnocen-
trism, and violence. Unfortunately, to date the effort to
create a “positive psychology” has been fragmented,
ad hoc, and lacking in integrative theory (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2005). We believe that attachment theory
(Bowlby, 1982) offers a demonstrably generative and
empirically validated framework in which both positive
and negative aspects of human behavior and experience
can be conceptualized. Moreover, the body of research
stimulated by attachment theory offers productive hints
about interventions that might increase positive expe-
riences and prosocial behavior by bolstering a person’s
sense of security. In the present article we outline at-
tachment theory briefly and show how interventions
designed to increase attachment security have benefi-

cial effects on mental health, prosocial behavior, and
intergroup relations.

Attachment Theory: Basic Concepts

Attachment theory is based on the fundamental idea
that human behavior is organized by innate behavioral
systems, such as attachment, exploration, caregiving,
and sexual mating. Bowlby (1982) and his associates
(e.g., Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) fo-
cused primarily on attachment, caregiving, and explo-
ration, because their primary interest was attachment
behavior in infancy, its effects on parental caregiv-
ing, and the effects of optimal and nonoptimal parental
caregiving on the functioning of the exploration sys-
tem. The latter behavioral system was conceptualized
as the generator of curiosity and exploratory behav-
ior, which facilitates the acquisition of life-enhancing
knowledge and skills (including social and emotion-
regulatory skills). Only in the context of effective
parental care and support could the child develop a
stable sense of attachment security, which was viewed
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

as the foundation of optimal development of the explo-
ration system.

According to Bowlby (1982), the presumed biolog-
ical function of the attachment system is to protect a
person (especially during infancy and early childhood)
from danger by assuring that he or she maintains prox-
imity to caring and supportive others (who are called
attachment figures in the theory). In Bowlby’s (1982)
view, the need to seek out and maintain proximity to at-
tachment figures (whom he called “stronger and wiser”
caregivers) evolved in relation to the prolonged help-
lessness and complete dependence of human infants,
who are unable to defend themselves from predators
and other dangers. According to Bowlby’s evolution-
ary reasoning, infants who maintained proximity to a
supportive caregiver were more likely to survive and
eventually reproduce, causing genes that fostered prox-
imity seeking and other attachment behaviors in times
of danger to be selected for and passed on to subsequent
generations.

Although the attachment behavioral system is most
evident and perhaps most important early in life,
Bowlby (1988) assumed it is active over the entire
life span and is manifested in thoughts and behav-
iors related to seeking proximity to attachment fig-
ures in times of threat or need. He specifically argued
against the idea that dependence on others is imma-
ture or pathological at any age, or that grieving a
loss is pathological or undesirable. He understood that
even fully mature and relatively autonomous adults—
especially when they are threatened, in pain, lonely,
or demoralized—benefit from seeking and receiving
other people’s care. He also argued that mature auton-
omy is attained partly by internalizing positive inter-
actions with attachment figures. In other words, the
ability to self-soothe is based largely on having been
comforted by caring attachment figures earlier in life
(see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2004, for empirical evidence
that this is the case even in adulthood).

Bowlby (1982) also rejected psychoanalytic and
Pavlovian conceptualizations of social attachment as
a secondary effect of being fed by a parent, which
Freud and Pavlov attributed to drive reduction and
classical conditioning. In line with “object relations”
approaches to psychoanalysis (reviewed by Greenberg
& Mitchell, 1983), Bowlby viewed human beings as
inherently relationship seeking, naturally oriented to
seek what Harlow (1959) called “contact comfort” (in
his well-known studies of infant monkeys’ attachments
to and reliance on real and cloth-surrogate mothers),
and naturally inclined to seek proximity to familiar,
comforting figures in times of threat, pain, or need.
That is, Bowlby viewed proximity to and contact with
affectionate, trusted, and supportive attachment figures
as a natural and functional human phenomenon, and he
viewed the loss of such proximity and contact as a natu-
ral source of distress and psychological dysfunction. In

this article, we show that successful bids for proximity
and the attainment of felt security are important aspects
of maintaining and promoting mental health, interper-
sonal functioning, satisfying close relationships, and
psychological growth.

During infancy, primary caregivers (usually one or
both parents, but also grandparents, older siblings, day-
care workers) are likely to serve as attachment fig-
ures. Research has shown that when tired or ill, infants
seek proximity to a primary caregiver (e.g., Ainsworth,
1973) and are noticeably reassured and soothed in
that person’s presence (e.g., Heinicke & Westheimer,
1966). In later childhood, adolescence, and adulthood,
a wider variety of relationship partners can serve as
attachment figures, including siblings, other relatives,
familiar co-workers, teachers or coaches, close friends,
and romantic partners. There may also be context-
specific attachment figures—real or potential sources
of comfort and support in specific milieus, such as
therapists in therapeutic settings or leaders in orga-
nizational settings (e.g., business organizations or the
military). Moreover, groups, institutions, and symbolic
personages (e.g., God) can become targets of proxim-
ity seeking and sources of security. There is evidence
that many young children have imaginary friends (e.g.,
Gleason, 2002); that some married adults who suf-
fer the death of a spouse continue to experience the
spouse’s presence and seek his or her assistance and
support in times of need (e.g., Klass, Silverman, &
Nickman, 1996); and that many adults believe they
can and do obtain protection and comfort from gods,
angels, saints, and the spirits of deceased ancestors
(e.g., Fraley & Shaver, 1999; Kirkpatrick, 2005).

Bowlby (1982) also specified the set-goal of the
attachment system and described the typical cycle
of attachment-system activation and deactivation. The
goal of the system is a sense of protection or secu-
rity (called by Sroufe & Waters, 1977, “felt security”),
which normally terminates the system’s activation.
This goal is made particularly salient by encounters
with actual or symbolic threats and by appraising an
attachment figure as not sufficiently near, interested,
or responsive. In such cases, the attachment system
is activated and the individual is driven to seek and
reestablish actual or symbolic proximity to an external
or internalized attachment figure. When the set-goal of
security is attained, proximity bids are terminated and
the individual calmly returns to other non-attachment
activities.

In infants, attachment-system activation includes
non-verbal expressions of neediness and desire for
proximity, such as crying and pleading, as well as ac-
tive behaviors aimed at reestablishing and maintaining
proximity, such as moving toward the caregiver and
clinging (Ainsworth et al., 1978). In adulthood, the
primary attachment strategy does not necessarily en-
tail actual proximity-seeking behaviors. Instead, felt
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SECURITY PRIMING

security can be attained by the activation of sooth-
ing, comforting mental representations of relationship
partners who regularly provide care and protection or
even self-representations associated with these partners
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2004). Mental representations
of the self come to include ‘incorporated’ or ‘intro-
jected’ traits of security-providing attachment figures,
so that self-soothing and soothing by actual others be-
come alternative means of regulating distress. These
cognitive representations help people deal successfully
with threats and allow them to continue pursuing non-
attachment goals without having to interrupt these ac-
tivities to engage in actual proximity bids. Of course
there are times—during painful illnesses or injuries or
in the midst of traumatic events—when these strate-
gies are insufficient, and then even generally secure
adults often seek immediate, actual proximity to an
attachment figure.

In addition to conceptualizing the normative (spe-
cies universal) aspects of attachment-system activation
and functioning, attachment theorists, beginning with
Bowlby (1973), identified major individual differences
in attachment security and various forms of insecurity,
which arise in response to particular caregiving en-
vironments. Interactions with attachment figures who
are available and responsive in times of need facilitate
the optimal functioning of the attachment system and
promote a sense of connectedness and security. When
a person’s attachment figures are not reliably available
and supportive, however, a sense of security is not at-
tained, and strategies of affect regulation other than
proximity seeking (secondary attachment strategies)
are developed.

In extensions of the theory to adolescents and adults,
secondary attachment strategies are conceptualized in
terms of two major dimensions, attachment-related
anxiety and avoidance (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver,
1998). The first dimension, avoidance, reflects the ex-
tent to which a person distrusts relationship partners’
goodwill and strives to maintain behavioral indepen-
dence and emotional distance from partners. The sec-
ond dimension, attachment-related anxiety, reflects the
degree to which a person worries that a partner will
not be available in times of need. People who score
low on these two dimensions are said to be secure or
securely attached. An adult’s location on these orthog-
onal insecurity dimensions can be assessed with either
self-report questionnaires or coded clinical interviews
(Crowell, Fraley, & Shaver, 1999).

People’s positions on the attachment dimensions
are fairly stable over time and tend to result from in-
teractions with primary caregivers during early child-
hood, as a large body of research has shown (Cas-
sidy & Shaver, 1999; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), but
Bowlby (1988) claimed that memorable interactions
with others throughout life can alter attachment-system
functioning and move the person from one region of

the two-dimensional space to another. Moreover, al-
though attachment style is often conceptualized as a
single global orientation toward close relationships,
and can definitely be measured as such, a person’s at-
tachment orientation is actually rooted in a complex
cognitive and affective network that includes many
different episodic, context-related, and relationship-
specific, as well as fairly general attachment represen-
tations (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). In fact, research
shows that attachment style can change, subtly or dra-
matically, depending on context and recent experiences
(e.g., Baldwin, Keelan, Fehr, Enns, & Koh Rangarajoo,
1996; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001).

Personality and social psychologists who have ex-
tended attachment theory and research into the realm
of adulthood have found predictable and reliable dif-
ferences in emotion regulation and social behavior
whose roots lie in a person’s attachment history (see re-
views by Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, 2007). They have
also found that theory-guided interventions designed to
make a person feel more secure have predictable and
beneficial effects on emotion regulation, which is cen-
tral to mental health and social adjustment, and also on
social attitudes and values, which are central to proso-
cial behavior. In the present article we review some of
the security interventions that have been tried to date
and summarize their beneficial effects and the theoret-
ical reasons for these effects. As explained below, we
view these effects as examples of the ways in which a
person’s “attachment style” is initially formed and can
change as a result of experience.

The Broaden and Build Cycle
of Attachment Security

We have summarized the adult attachment litera-
ture in terms of a three-phase, or three-component,
model of attachment-system activation and dynam-
ics. The first component concerns the monitoring and
appraisal of threatening events and is responsible for
activation of the attachment system. The second com-
ponent involves the monitoring and appraisal of the
availability and responsiveness of attachment figures
and is responsible for variations in the sense of attach-
ment security. The third component concerns the mon-
itoring and appraisal of the viability of social proximity
seeking as a means of coping with attachment insecu-
rity and is responsible for variations in the use of hyper-
activating (anxious) or deactivating (avoidant) coping
strategies. The three components can be summarized
in three if-then propositions. First, if threatened, seek
proximity and protection from an attachment figure (or
some temporarily equivalent stronger, wiser, and sup-
portive person or personage, such as God). Second, if
an attachment figure is available and supportive, relax,
enjoy, and appreciate the feeling of being loved and
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

comforted, and confidently return to other activities.
Third, if an attachment figure is unavailable or unre-
sponsive, either intensify efforts to achieve proximity
and comfort (i.e., hyperactivate the attachment system)
or deactivate the attachment system, suppress thoughts
of vulnerability or need, and rely steadfastly on oneself.

In experimental studies designed to assess the ef-
fects of activating security-related mental representa-
tions, viewed as sources of a sense of security, we have
focused on the second component of this model—the
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral effects of the ac-
tual or symbolic availability of attachment figures. In
this component, an affirmative answer to the question
posed by the activated attachment system—“Is an at-
tachment figure available?”—contributes to a sense of
attachment security, a sense that the world is generally
safe, that attachment figures are helpful when called
upon, and that it is possible to explore the environ-
ment curiously and confidently and to engage reward-
ingly with other people. This sense can be measured
in various ways and its presence implies that one’s
attachment system is functioning well and that prox-
imity seeking has generally been a reliable and ef-
fective emotion-regulation strategy. While attaining a
sense of attachment security, a person acquires impor-
tant procedural knowledge about distress management,
which becomes organized around the relational if-then
script mentioned earlier (also see Waters, Rodrigues,
& Ridgeway, 1998). The resulting secure-base script
includes something like the following if-then proposi-
tions: “If I encounter an obstacle and/or become dis-
tressed, I can approach a significant other for help; he
or she is likely to be available and supportive; I will
experience relief and comfort as a result of proxim-
ity to this person; I can then return to other activi-
ties.” Attachment-figure availability also fosters what
we, following Fredrickson (2001), call a “broaden and
build” cycle of attachment security, which increases a
person’s resilience and expands his or her perspectives,
coping flexibility, and skills and capabilities. When
carried to its full potential, this process is equivalent
to what early humanistic psychologists (e.g., Maslow,
1971; Rogers, 1961) called personal growth and self-
actualization.

A person’s typical answer to the question about
attachment-figure availability depends on subjective
appraisals and can therefore be biased by prior
attachment-related experiences. For example, individ-
uals who score high on the attachment-anxiety dimen-
sion tend to intensify their vigilance concerning at-
tachment figures’ availability and responsiveness and
slant their perceptions toward noticing or imagining
insufficient interest, availability, or responsiveness. As
a result, the likelihood of detecting real or imagined
signs of distance, rejection, and unavailability is in-
creased, because an attachment figure cannot always be
immediately available and totally at a needy partner’s

disposal. Individuals who score high on the avoidant-
attachment dimension tend to ignore or dismiss the
availability or unavailability and responsiveness or un-
responsiveness of attachment figures, which restricts
their coping options.

These cognitive biases are amplified when attach-
ment-related mental representations are precon-
sciously activated by real-life situations or laboratory
manipulations. At a preconscious level, expectations
concerning attachment-figure availability depend en-
tirely on the kind of internalized figure, available or
unavailable, one tends to be reminded of. Insecurely
attached people tend to give a negative answer to the
question of attachment-figure availability because they
have overly ready access to mental representations of
unavailable figures. More securely attached people, in
contrast, tend to answer this question positively be-
cause they have many mental representations of avail-
able and supportive attachment figures.

Despite these cognitive biases, however, reality is
still quite important in the appraisal of attachment-
figure availability. The actual presence of a responsive
attachment figure or contextual factors that activate
representations of an available figure (factors such as
being instructed, in one of our experiments, to think
about a person’s most supportive experiences or at-
tachment figures; e.g., Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001)
can yield an affirmative answer to the question of
attachment-figure availability. These contexts, mainly
when they are clear-cut, personally meaningful, and
repeated over time and situations, can counteract even
insecure people’s tendencies to doubt the availability
of attachment figures, and can thus set in motion a
“broaden and build” cycle of attachment security. In
other words, an insecure person can be helped to func-
tion more securely, both temporarily (as in some of
the experiments we describe later in this article) and
chronically (as in successful psychotherapy or other
kinds of transformative relationships).

The “broaden and build” cycle of attachment se-
curity is a cascade of mental and behavioral events
that enhances emotional stability, personal and so-
cial adjustment, satisfying close relationships, and au-
tonomous personal growth. The most immediate psy-
chological effect of attachment-figure availability is
effective management of distress and restoration of
emotional equanimity. According to attachment the-
ory, interactions with available and supportive attach-
ment figures, by imparting a pervasive sense of safety,
assuage distress and arouse positive emotions (relief,
satisfaction, gratitude). Secure people can therefore re-
main relatively unperturbed during times of stress and
experience longer periods of positive affectivity, which
contribute to sustained emotional well-being and men-
tal health.

Experiences of attachment-figure availability
also contribute to a reservoir of core cognitive
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SECURITY PRIMING

representations, which play a central role in maintain-
ing emotional stability and personal adjustment. The
first set of beliefs concerns the appraisal of life prob-
lems as manageable, which helps a person maintain
an optimistic and hopeful stance regarding distress
management. These beliefs are a result of positive
interactions with sensitive and available attachment
figures, during which individuals learn that distress is
manageable, external obstacles can be overcome, and
the course and outcome of most threatening events
are at least partially controllable. Adult attachment
studies provide extensive support for a connection
between mental representations of attachment secu-
rity and hopeful, optimistic beliefs. Specifically, se-
cure individuals, as identified by self-report measures,
are consistently found to appraise a wide variety of
stressful events in less threatening terms than insecure
people, either anxious or avoidant, and to hold more
optimistic expectations about their ability to cope with
sources of distress (e.g., Berant, Mikulincer, & Florian,
2001; Mikulincer & Florian, 1995; Radecki-Bush,
Farrell, & Bush, 1993). Another set of security-related
beliefs concern positive representations of others’ in-
tentions and traits. Again, these positive representa-
tions are a result of interactions with available at-
tachment figures, during which individuals learn about
the sensitivity, responsiveness, and goodwill of their
primary relationship partners. Numerous studies have
shown that individuals who score low on attachment
anxiety and avoidance (i.e., securely attached persons)
possess a relatively positive view of human nature (e.g.,
Collins & Read, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), de-
scribe relationship partners using positive trait terms
(e.g., Feeney & Noller, 1991; Levy, Blatt, & Shaver,
1998), perceive partners as supportive (e.g., Davis,
Morris, & Kraus, 1998; Ognibene & Collins, 1998),
and feel trusting toward partners (e.g., Collins & Read,
1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). In addition, securely
attached people have positive expectations concern-
ing their partners’ behavior (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1993,
1996) and tend to explain a partner’s negative behavior
in relatively positive terms (e.g., Collins, 1996).

Security-enhancing interactions with attachment
figures can also sustain a background sense of personal
worth, competence, and mastery. During these interac-
tions, individuals learn to view themselves as active,
strong, and competent, because they can effectively
mobilize a partner’s support and overcome threats that
activate attachment behavior. Moreover, they can easily
perceive themselves as valuable, lovable, and special—
thanks to being valued, loved, and regarded as special
by a caring attachment figure. Research has consis-
tently shown that such positive self-representations are
characteristic of securely attached persons. Compared
to anxiously attached persons, secure people report
higher self-esteem (e.g., Bartholomew & Horowitz,
1991; Mickelson, Kessler, & Shaver, 1997), view them-

selves as competent and efficacious (e.g., Brennan &
Morris, 1997; Cooper, Shaver, & Collins, 1998), de-
scribe themselves in positive terms, and exhibit small
discrepancies between actual-self representations and
self-standards (e.g., Mikulincer, 1995).

A relatively secure person’s possession of rich re-
sources for dealing with stress makes it less necessary
to rely on psychological defenses that distort percep-
tion, limit coping flexibility, and generate interpersonal
conflict. Such a person can devote mental resources
that otherwise would be employed in preventive, de-
fensive maneuvers to other behavioral systems and to
growth-oriented activities. Moreover, being confident
that support is available when needed, a person can take
calculated risks and accept important challenges that
contribute to the broadening of his or her perspectives
and facilitate the person’s pursuit of self-actualization.

Security Priming, Mood, and Mental Health

The perception of attachment-figure availability re-
duces distress and maintains or restores positive mood.
This kind of perception can be encouraged simply by
having a person think about responsive and supportive
attachment figures or retrieve memories of warm and
comforting interactions with these people. Temporar-
ily activating mental representations of attachment fig-
ures (which we will call “security priming”) can make
these figures symbolically available, augment a per-
son’s sense of felt security, and thus maintain a per-
son’s emotional balance and adaptability, even under
fairly stressful circumstances.

In our experiments we have used well-validated
social-cognition research techniques to experimentally
activate mental representations of supportive attach-
ment figures and measure their emotional effects (e.g.,
Mikulincer, Hirschberger, Nachmias, & Gillath, 2001;
Mikulincer, Gillath, et al., 2001; Mikulincer, Gillath,
et al., 2003; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001). These re-
search techniques include subliminal presentation of
pictures suggesting attachment-figure availability (e.g.,
a Picasso drawing of a mother cradling an infant in her
arms; a couple holding hands and gazing into each
other’s eyes); subliminal presentation of the names
of people who were designated by participants as
security-enhancing attachment figures; guided imagery
concerning the availability and supportiveness of an
attachment figure; and visualization of the faces of
security-enhancing attachment figures. We compared
the effects of these primes with the effects of emotion-
ally positive but attachment-unrelated stimuli (e.g., pic-
tures of a large amount of money, the names or faces
of acquaintances who are not attachment figures) or
emotionally neutral stimuli (e.g., pictures of furniture,
neutral words) and consistently found that portrayals of
attachment-figure availability improved participants’
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

moods, and generally did so more reliably and power-
fully than other positive stimuli.

Mikulincer, Hirschberger, et al. (2001) also found
that priming representations of supportive attachment
figures infused formerly neutral stimuli with posi-
tive affect, even when the priming was done sublim-
inally. For example, subliminal presentation of the
names of people who were designated by partici-
pants as security-enhancing attachment figures, com-
pared with the names of close others or mere ac-
quaintances who were not nominated as attachment
figures, led to greater liking of previously unfamiliar
Chinese ideographs. Moreover, subliminally priming
mental representations of available attachment figures
induced more positive evaluations of neutral stimuli
even in threatening contexts, and eliminated the detri-
mental effects that threats otherwise had on liking for
neutral stimuli. Thus, temporary priming of mental rep-
resentations of security-enhancing attachment figures
appears to have a calming, soothing effect similar to
the effects of actual interactions with available and re-
sponsive relationship partners.

Given these findings, we (Mikulincer, Shaver, &
Horesh, 2006) wondered whether the soothing effects
of security priming might mitigate the emotional dam-
age often caused by traumatic experiences, such as
war, acts of terrorism, hurricanes, rape, and witness-
ing violent domestic disputes. An extreme form of
such emotional damage is posttraumatic stress disor-
der (PTSD), which is characterized by repeatedly re-
experiencing the traumatic event (i.e., suffering from
the unwanted intrusion of trauma-related thoughts, im-
ages, and dreams), emotional numbing (reduced re-
sponsiveness to or involvement with the outside world,
termed trauma-related avoidance), and autonomic, af-
fective hyperarousal (American Psychiatric Associa-
tion, 1994).

Attachment security plays an important role in de-
termining the extent to which PTSD symptoms develop
following exposure to trauma (e.g., Dekel, Solomon,
Ginzburg, & Neria, 2004; Dieperink, Leskela, Thuras,
& Engdahl, 2001; Fraley, Fazzari, Bonanno, & Dekel,
2006; Mikulincer, Florian, & Weller, 1993; Zakin,
Solomon, & Neria, 2003). A secure person’s implicit
or explicit cry for help during trauma often results
in mobilization of internal representations of security-
providing attachment figures or actual external sources
of social support, which in turn sustain optimistic and
hopeful beliefs and constructive strategies of affect reg-
ulation. On the opposite side of the coin, attachment
insecurities can interfere with restoration of emotional
equanimity following trauma and thereby increase the
chances of PTSD symptoms. In such cases, a trauma-
tized person may fail to access inner representations of
security or external sources of support, which then in-
terferes with distress regulation and prevents resolution
of the trauma.

This support for attachment theory’s conceptualiza-
tion of the impact of trauma has been mainly correla-
tional, but recently Mikulincer et al. (2006) conducted
an experiment to determine whether security priming
could mitigate the cognitive and emotional responses
to trauma caused by Palestinian terrorist attacks on
Israeli cities. These implicit responses to trauma were
assessed in a Stroop color-naming task, in which var-
ious words, including ones related to terrorism, ap-
peared on a computer screen printed in various colors,
and mental accessibility was operationalized by the
time taken to name the color in which a trauma-related
word (e.g., car bomb, Hamas) was printed. The longer
the latencies for naming the word colors, the greater the
accessibility of trauma-related thoughts was inferred
to be, because such salient thoughts interfered with
color naming. (Previous studies, reviewed by Emilien
et al., 2000, and McNally, 1998, had already shown
that longer reaction times for naming the colors of
trauma-related words were related to PTSD.)

In the first session of the study, Israeli undergradu-
ates filled out a self-report scale assessing the severity
of PTSD symptoms, during the previous month, related
to Palestinian terrorist attacks. Two groups of partici-
pants were then selected: the PTSD group, consisting
of those who scored above the 75th percentile on the
PTSD scale, and the non-PTSD group, consisting of
those who scored below the 25th percentile. Two to
three weeks later, these participants were invited to an
experimental session in which they performed a com-
puterized Stroop task. The target words included 10
terror-related words, 10 negatively valued words that
were not specifically related to terrorist attacks (e.g.,
theft, illness), and 10 neutral words (e.g., table, pic-
ture). Each of the words was printed, on separate trials,
in one of four different colors (green, blue, yellow, or
red) and was randomly presented in 12 trials (for a total
of 360 trials). On each trial, participants were sublim-
inally primed with an attachment-security word (the
Hebrew word for “being loved”), a positively valenced
but attachment-unrelated word (success), or a neutral
word (hat).

The results replicated previous findings concern-
ing the accessibility of trauma-related thoughts among
people suffering from PTSD symptoms. Participants
in the PTSD group produced longer color-naming la-
tencies for terror words (indicating greater automatic
accessibility of the words) than participants in the non-
PTSD group. More important, this effect was quali-
fied by security priming. The effect of PTSD status
(many or few PTSD symptoms) was significant only
when participants were primed with a neutral or pos-
itive word. The effect was not significant following
the priming of an attachment-security representation.
That is, symbolic mobilization of attachment-security
representations (“being loved”) during the Stroop task
had a soothing effect, lowering the accessibility of
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SECURITY PRIMING

trauma-related thoughts and eliminating differences
between PTSD and non-PTSD groups in color-naming
latencies for terror-related words. These findings sup-
port the hypothesis that increasing felt security during
traumatic and posttraumatic periods reduces the inten-
sity of PTSD symptoms, which helps to explain why
chronically secure people are less likely than their in-
secure counterparts to develop PTSD.

Although Mikulincer et al.’s (2006) findings imply
that traumatized individuals respond favorably to an
experimental enhancement of their sense of attachment
security, it is important to remember that none of the
study participants was clinically diagnosed as suffering
from PTSD, and none had been hospitalized because of
this disorder. That is, a question remained as to whether
security priming could mitigate psychopathological re-
actions in clinically diagnosed patients. To address this
question, Admoni (2006) assessed the healing effects
of security priming in a sample of women hospitalized
for eating disorders. Eating disorders, including both
anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa, are prevalent
among adolescent and young adult women in modern
Western societies. Anorexia is characterized by a com-
pulsive drive for thinness, fears of becoming fat, and at-
tempts to reduce body weight (e.g., through prolonged
fasting); bulimia is characterized by binge eating and
attempts to compensate for bingeing by purging (e.g.,
vomiting) and taking laxatives (American Psychiatric
Association, 1994).

From an attachment perspective, eating disorders
are viewed as resulting from frustrating interactions
with rejecting attachment figures and are associated
with insecure working models and problems in the
regulation of distress and the management of inter-
personal relations (e.g., Cole-Detke & Kobak, 1996;
O’Kearney, 1996; Ward, Ramsay, & Treasure, 2000).
This hypothesis has received ample empirical support
in correlational studies. For example, several studies
found that female patients with a clinical diagnosis
of anorexia or bulimia were less secure (according to
self-report measures of attachment to parents) than an
age-matched group of healthy women (e.g., Chassler,
1997; Kenny & Hart, 1992; Orzolek-Kronner, 2002).
Using the Adult Attachment Interview (e.g., Hesse,
1999), other studies found more insecure states of
mind among women clinically diagnosed as suffering
from eating disorders than among control women (e.g.,
Cole-Detke & Kobak, 1996; Ramacciotti et al., 2001;
Ward et al., 2001). Similar findings were obtained in
different countries (England, Israel, Italy, Sweden, the
US) using self-reports of attachment anxiety and avoid-
ance in close relationships (e.g., Broberg, Hjalmes, &
Nevonen, 2001; Hochdorf, Latzer, Canetti, & Bachar,
2005; Mallinckrodt, McGreary, & Robertson, 1995;
Troisi, Massaroni, & Cuzzolaro, 2005).

To pursue the implications of these findings ex-
perimentally, Admoni (2006) conducted two labora-

tory experiments assessing the potential effects of se-
curity priming on two frequently observed cognitive
aspects of eating disorders: heightened preoccupation
with food and the body (e.g., Ben Tovim & Walker,
1991) and distorted body image (e.g., Wolszon, 1998).
In one study, inpatient women diagnosed with eating
disorders and a control group of age-matched healthy
women performed a Stroop task while Admoni mea-
sured color-naming latencies for words related to food
and body shape. In the other study, a second sample
of eating disordered inpatient women and age-matched
healthy controls performed a computer-based task as-
sessing body-image distortions (Harari, Furst, Kiryati,
Caspi, & Davidson, 2001). Participants were presented
with a pictorial simulation of lifelike weight changes in
a picture of them taken in a previous research session,
and they were asked to adjust their body shape, using
a graphical interface, until the image seemed accurate.
In both studies, participants were subliminally primed
with either a security-promoting stimulus (the name of
a security-enhancing attachment figure provided by the
participant in a previous session) or the name of a close
person or acquaintance who did not fulfill attachment-
figure functions (providing what Bowlby, 1982, called
a safe haven or secure base).

Replicating previous findings, Admoni noted heigh-
tened access to thoughts about food and body shape
(longer color-naming latencies in the Stroop task) and
more severe distortions of body image in the eating
disordered groups than in the control groups. In addi-
tion, attachment anxiety and avoidance (assessed with
the Experience in Close Relationships scale; Bren-
nan et al., 1998) were associated with longer color-
naming latencies for words related to food and body
shape and more body-image distortions among pa-
tients diagnosed with eating disorders, emphasizing
the association between attachment insecurities and
cognitive aspects of eating disorders. More important,
as compared to neutral priming conditions, sublimi-
nal priming with security-related names reduced these
dysfunctional cognitive responses in eating disordered
patients and dramatically reduced the differences in
performance between them and control women. These
findings support a causal interpretation of the link-
age between attachment insecurity and eating disor-
ders. Combined with previous findings reviewed in this
section, they suggest a generally healing, soothing, or
protective role for the temporary activation of mental
representations of attachment security.

Security Priming and Representations of the
Self and Relationship Partners

In this section, we want to review experimental ev-
idence on the effects of security priming on cogni-
tive representations of self and relationship partners.
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

A core proposition of attachment theory is that actual
or anticipated interactions with available, caring, and
loving attachment figures in times of need constitute
a primary source of an authentically positive sense of
self-worth (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005). People can
find enough reassurance, indications of personal worth,
and signs of acceptance in these positive interactions
to reduce or eliminate the need to defensively inflate
their self-esteem or reject negative information about
themselves. That is, people with security-supporting
mental representations of attachment experiences tend
to feel generally safe and protected without having to
activate defensive strategies. In fact, defensive self-
enhancement indicates that a person doesn’t have an
adequate sense of security and has to struggle for
a sense of self-worth while harboring doubts about
being competent and lovable (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2005).

Recent laboratory experiments provide strong sup-
port for these theoretical ideas. For example, Baccus,
Baldwin, and Packer (2004) showed that experimen-
tal priming with loving and accepting faces automat-
ically increases one’s sense of self-worth even when
one is not aware of it. Specifically, participants pro-
vided information about themselves (e.g., name, birth-
day, home town) and then performed a reaction-time
task in which they clicked on a word appearing on a
computer screen as quickly as possible. After click-
ing on each word, a picture of a person was presented
on the screen for a few seconds. In the experimental
condition, every time a self-relevant word (e.g., the
participant’s name) appeared, it was followed by a pic-
ture of a smiling, accepting face. In the control con-
dition, self-relevant words were randomly paired with
pictures of smiling, frowning, and neutral faces. As in-
dicated by two different measures of state self-esteem,
participants in the experimental condition provided
more positive self-evaluations than those in the control
condition. These findings clearly indicate that when
people think about themselves, automatic and uncon-
scious representations of others’ acceptance and love
are likely to strengthen their positive self-evaluations.

Two other experimental studies show that mental
representations of security-enhancing attachment fig-
ures can instill a sense of self-worth that is sufficient to
render defensive self-inflation maneuvers unnecessary
(Arndt, Schimel, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2002;
Schimel, Arndt, Pyszczynski, & Greenberg, 2001). In
these studies, thoughts about attachment-figure avail-
ability (e.g., thinking about an accepting and loving
other) or neutral thoughts were encouraged, and par-
ticipants’ use of particular self-enhancement strategies
was assessed. Schimel et al. (2001) studied defen-
sive biases in social comparison—searching for more
social-comparison information when it was likely to
suggest that one has performed better than other peo-
ple (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & LaPrelle, 1985). Arndt

et al. (2002) studied defensive self-handicapping—
emphasizing factors that impair one’s performance in
an effort to protect against the damage to self-esteem
that might result from attributing negative outcomes to
one’s lack of ability (Berglas & Jones, 1978). In both
studies, momentary strengthening of mental represen-
tations of attachment-figure availability weakened the
tendency to make self-enhancing social comparisons
or self-handicapping attributions.

Along similar lines, Kumashiro and Sedikides
(2005) suggested that “close positive relationships may
bolster and shield the self to the point where, even
following unfavorable feedback, accurate information
about personal liabilities is sought out despite its self-
threat potential” (p. 733). In two separate studies, par-
ticipants performed a difficult cognitive task and then
were asked to visualize either a responsive close friend
or a distant or negative partner. Following the priming
procedure, all participants received negative feedback
about their performance and were asked about their
interest in obtaining further information about the task
and the underlying cognitive ability it tapped. In both
studies, participants who were primed with a respon-
sive close relationship partner expressed more inter-
est in receiving information about their newly discov-
ered liability than participants in other conditions. That
is, having visualized a security-enhancing relationship
partner, participants seemed to be so confident of their
self-worth that they were willing to explore and learn
about potential personal weaknesses.

Besides boosting self-esteem, regularly experienc-
ing attachment-figure availability can assuage wor-
ries about being rejected, criticized, or abused. It can
thereby bolster a person’s willingness to get close to
a partner; express needs, desires, hopes, and vulner-
abilities; and ask for support when needed. That is,
interactions with available, caring, and loving attach-
ment figures facilitate pro-relational behaviors that are
conducive to establishing and maintaining satisfyingly
intimate and deeply interdependent relationships. This
positive relational process begins with appraising an
attachment figure’s sensitivity and responsiveness and
the consequent formation of positive beliefs and ex-
pectations about this person’s good qualities and in-
tentions. One gradually becomes convinced that such
a good and caring figure is unlikely to betray one’s
trust, will not react negatively or abusively to expres-
sions of need, and will not reject bids for closeness.
With such confidence, it is relatively easy for a per-
son to behave pro-socially and become more deeply
involved in a relationship.

Using priming techniques, attachment researchers
have found that momentary activation of mental repre-
sentations of available and supportive attachment fig-
ures has beneficial effects on expectations of a partner’s
behavior (Pierce & Lydon, 1998; Rowe & Carnelley,
2003). In Rowe and Carnelley’s (2003) study,
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SECURITY PRIMING

participants were primed with representations of
attachment-figure availability or unavailability (writ-
ing for 10 minutes about a relationship in which they
had felt secure or insecure) and then completed a ques-
tionnaire assessing general expectations about relation-
ship partners’ behavior. Priming with examples of part-
ner availability led to more positive expectations for the
current relationship than priming with insecure repre-
sentations. In Pierce and Lydon’s study (1998), young
women were subliminally exposed (for 15 millisec-
onds) to security-related words (e.g., caring, support-
ive), insecurity-related words (e.g., rejecting, hurtful),
or no words. They then read a hypothetical scenario
in which they had unexpectedly become pregnant, and
were asked to describe how they would cope with this
event. As compared with the no-word condition, prim-
ing with security-related words caused an increase in
seeking emotional support as a way of coping with the
unwanted pregnancy. Security priming also reduced
self-blame, and neither this nor the other obtained ef-
fects could be explained by variations in mood.

These simple priming effects are likely to be rel-
atively short-lived and unstable. However, Rowe, and
Carnelley (2006) recently found that repeated priming
of security-related representations can lead to long-
lasting positive effects on relational beliefs. In an initial
(baseline) session, participants answered a self-report
scale assessing general expectations about relationship
partners’ behavior. Then, on three occasions (across
three days), participants were exposed to a secure or
a neutral prime (e.g., recalling or imagining interac-
tions with an attachment figure in which they felt se-
cure or recalling or imagining a neutral event, such
as a coursework writing plan or shopping at a super-
market). Two days later, all participants once again
provided their general expectations about relationship
partners’ behavior, not preceded by any prime. Rowe
and Carnelley (2006) noted more positive changes in
expectations about relationship partners’ behavior fol-
lowing repeated priming with security-related stimuli
than following repeated priming with neutral stimuli.
These findings offer preliminary but very encouraging
evidence that repeated priming with security-related
stimuli may be an effective way to create long-lasting
changes in relational beliefs and behaviors.

Security Priming, Compassion,
and Altruistic Helping

According to attachment theory, there is a dynamic
interplay between the attachment system and other be-
havioral systems (such as exploration, caregiving, and
sex), which contributes to the development of personal
knowledge and skills, opens a person’s mind to new
possibilities and perspectives, and helps him or her ac-
tualize natural talents. One reason for these beneficial

effects is that security-enhancing interactions reduce
anxiety, vigilance, and preoccupation with attachment-
related and -unrelated threats, allowing a person to de-
vote more attention and effort to personal growth and
self-development. Moreover, these interactions impart
a sense of safety and protection that allows a person to
take calculated risks and accept important challenges.
With these interactions in mind, people can feel con-
fident that support is available when needed, that their
attachment figures will accept and love them even if
they make some ill-fated decisions, and that the world
is a safe place for exercising skills and actualizing one’s
potential.

Bowlby (1982) and Ainsworth et al. (1978) noticed
that attachment insecurity interferes with the smooth
operation of other behavioral systems, such as explo-
ration, because of the urgency and priority of threats to
oneself (especially during early childhood). This kind
of interference can also occur in caregiving situations
(Kunce & Shaver, 1994), because a potential caregiver
may feel so threatened that obtaining care for him-
or herself seems more urgent than providing care to
others. At such times even adults are likely to be so
focused on their own vulnerability that they lack the
mental resources necessary to attend compassionately
to others’ needs for help and care. Only when a degree
of safety is attained and a sense of security is restored
can most people perceive others to be not only sources
of security and support, but also human beings who
need and deserve comfort and support themselves. As
a result, a sense of security allows a person to attend
less to his or her own vulnerability and shift attention
to the domains of other behavioral systems, such as
caregiving.

With this theoretical analysis in mind, we began a
program of research on the effects of security priming
on compassion and altruism. Our main hypothesis was
that people whose mental representations of attach-
ment security have been contextually enhanced would
be more likely than relatively insecure people to em-
pathize with and provide care for others. In the first
study in this research program, Mikulincer, Gillath,
et al. (2001, Study 1) performed an experiment as-
sessing compassionate responses to others’ suffering.
Dispositional attachment anxiety and avoidance were
assessed with the ECR scales, and the sense of attach-
ment security was activated by having participants read
a story about support provided by a loving attachment
figure. This condition was compared with a positive
affect or neutral condition. Following the priming pro-
cedure, all participants rated their current mood, read
a brief story about a student whose parents had been
killed in an automobile accident, and rated how much
they experienced compassion (e.g., compassion, sym-
pathy, tenderness) and personal distress (e.g., tension,
worry, distress) when thinking about the distressed
student. (The distinction between compassion, or
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

empathy, and personal distress was first made by
Batson, 1991.)

As expected, dispositional attachment anxiety and
avoidance were inversely related to compassion, and
attachment anxiety was positively associated with per-
sonal distress. Thus, whereas avoidance seems to re-
duce responsiveness to others’ needs, anxiety appears
to increase self-preoccupation and a form of distress
that, while possibly aroused via empathy, fails to in-
cline people to take care of a needy other. More im-
portant, enhancement of attachment security, but not
simple enhancement of positive affect, strengthened
compassion and inhibited personal distress in reac-
tion to others’ distress. The findings were conceptu-
ally replicated in four additional studies (Mikulincer,
Gillath, et al., 2001, Studies 2–5), using different
techniques for heightening security (e.g., asking par-
ticipants to recall personal memories of supportive
care, subliminally exposing them to proximity-related
words) and measuring different dependent variables
(e.g., coded descriptions of feelings elicited by others’
suffering, accessibility of memories in which partici-
pants felt compassion or distress).

Mikulincer, Gillath, et al.’s (2001) findings also
indicated that the effects of security priming and
attachment-style differences could not be explained by
conscious mood. Although the priming of positive af-
fect reduced personal distress, it did not significantly
affect compassion, nor did changes in mood mediate
the effects of security priming and dispositional attach-
ment security on compassion and personal distress.
Thus, the effects of attachment security were not the
same as the effects of the positive affect induction and
were not explicable in terms of simple mood changes.

We have found that the contextual activation of at-
tachment security affects not only compassion toward
people in distress but also broader value orientations. In
three experiments, Mikulincer et al. (2003) found that
enhancing attachment security (asking people to recall
personal memories of supportive care or exposing them
unobtrusively to a picture of a supportive interaction),
as compared with enhancing positive affect or exposing
participants to a neutral control condition, strengthened
endorsement of two self-transcendent values, benevo-
lence (concern for close others) and universalism (con-
cern for all humanity). Moreover, avoidant attachment,
assessed with the ECR, was inversely associated with
endorsement of these two prosocial values; supporting
our notion that avoidant attachment (or attachment-
system deactivation) involves lack of concern for oth-
ers’ needs.

In a recent series of studies, Mikulincer, Shaver,
Gillath, and Nitzberg (2005) examined the actual deci-
sion to help or not to help a person in distress. In the first
two experiments, participants watched a confederate
while she performed a series of increasingly aversive
tasks. As the study progressed, the confederate became

increasingly distressed about the aversive tasks, and
the actual participant was given an opportunity to take
the distressed person’s place, in effect sacrificing self
for the welfare of another. Shortly before this scenario
unfolded, participants were primed with either repre-
sentations of attachment security (the name of a partic-
ipant’s security provider) or attachment-unrelated rep-
resentations (the name of a familiar person who was
not an attachment figure or the name of a mere acquain-
tance). This priming procedure was conducted at either
a subliminal level (rapid presentation of the name) or
supraliminal level (asking people to recall an interac-
tion with a particular person). At the point of making
a decision about replacing the distressed person, par-
ticipants completed brief measures of compassion and
personal distress.

We found that momentary, subliminal activation of
the sense of attachment security decreased personal
distress and increased participants’ compassion and
willingness to take the place of a distressed other.
Supraliminal enhancement of attachment security (ask-
ing people to consciously remember experiences of be-
ing cared for and supported by others) had the same
effects. In addition, dispositional avoidance was re-
lated to lower compassion and lower willingness to
help the distressed person. Dispositional attachment
anxiety was related to personal distress, but not to ei-
ther compassion or willingness to help.

In two additional studies, Mikulincer et al. (2005,
Studies 3–4) examined whether the contextual height-
ening of attachment security overrides egoistic mo-
tives for helping, such as mood-enhancement (Schaller
& Cialdini, 1988) and empathic joy (Smith, Keating,
& Stotland, 1989), which would imply that the help
it engenders is truly altruistic. Specifically, partici-
pants were randomly assigned to one of two priming
conditions (security priming, neutral priming), read a
true newspaper article about a woman in dire personal
and financial distress, and rated their emotional reac-
tions to the article (compassion, personal distress). In
one study, half of the participants anticipated mood-
enhancement by means other than helping (e.g., ex-
pecting to watch a comedy film). In the other study,
half of the participants were told that the needy woman
was chronically depressed and her mood might be be-
yond their ability to repair (no empathic joy condition).
Schaller and Cialdini (1988) and Smith et al. (1989)
had found that these two conditions—expecting to im-
prove mood by other means or anticipating no sharing
of joy with the needy person—reduced egoistic moti-
vations for helping because there is no mood-related
benefit from helping. However, these conditions failed
to inhibit altruistic sources of helping, which persisted
even when these egoistic motives were absent (Batson,
1991).

Our studies showed that expecting to improve one’s
mood by means other than helping, or expecting not to
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be able to share a needy person’s joy when helped, re-
duced compassion and willingness to help in the neutral
priming condition but failed to affect these emotional
and behavioral reactions in the security-priming con-
dition. That is, contextual priming of attachment secu-
rity increased compassion and willingness to help even
when there was no egoistic reason for helping. These
findings fit well with our theoretical view that the sense
of attachment security reduces the need for defensive
self-protection and allows a person to activate the care-
giving behavioral system, direct attention to others’
distress, take the perspective of a distressed other, and
engage in altruistic behavior with the primary goal of
benefiting the other person. For secure people, helping
others does not serve personal-protection goals, be-
cause they already feel safe and secure. Rather, their
sense of attachment security frees energy and attention
to be used by the caregiving system, allowing a person
to adopt an empathic attitude toward others’ distress.

Interestingly, we also found that expecting to im-
prove one’s mood by watching a comedy film or antic-
ipating no sharing of joy with a needy person reduced
compassion and willingness to help only among peo-
ple who scored high on avoidant attachment. For these
insecure people, helping others seems to provide one
route to feeling better about themselves, which causes
them to be more willing to help when an egoistic pay-
off is likely. Such egoistic concerns held less sway over
people who were either dispositionally less avoidant or
under the influence of a security-enhancing prime. It
therefore seems that attachment security counteracts
some of the egoistic motives underlying avoidant peo-
ple’s reluctance to help.

Security Priming and the Reduction of
Intergroup Hostility

Theoretically, the security-enhancing, “broaden-
ing” effects of attachment-figure availability should
reduce negative, prejudicial, and hostile attitudes to-
ward out-groups. Social psychologists have exten-
sively documented the tendency to perceive one’s own
social group (in-group) as better than out-groups (e.g.,
Allport, 1954; Devine, 1995). According to social iden-
tity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986), intergroup bias
serves a self-protective function, maintenance of self-
esteem (“We, including I, are better than them”). Un-
fortunately, this method of maintaining self-esteem de-
pends on emphasizing real or imagined ways in which
the in-group and out-groups differ, especially ways in
which the in-group can be perceived as better (Tajfel
& Turner, 1986).

According to attachment theory, this tendency
should be especially characteristic of insecure people.
A person who can maintain a sense of value by virtue
of possessing salient representations of attachment se-

curity should have less need to fear and disparage
out-group members. In his account of human behav-
ioral systems, Bowlby (1982) stated that attachment-
figure availability mitigates the innate fear of strangers
and supports a tolerant attitude toward unfamiliarity
and novelty. In addition, securely attached people tend
to maintain high, stable self-esteem without relying
on defenses, including defensive derogation of other
people.

In a series of five studies, we (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2001) provided evidence for the beneficial effects of
security on inter-group perceptions. Correlational find-
ings indicated that the higher a person’s sense of attach-
ment security, the weaker his or her hostile responses
to a variety of out-groups (as defined by secular Israeli
Jewish students): Israeli Arabs, Ultra-orthodox Jews,
Russian immigrants, and homosexuals. Experimental
findings indicated that various priming techniques—
subliminal presentation of security-related words such
as love and proximity, evocation via guided imagery of
the components of the attachment-security script, and
visualization of the faces of security-enhancing attach-
ment figures—heightened the sense of attachment se-
curity and eliminated negative responses to out-groups.
These effects were mediated by threat appraisal and
were found even when participants were led to believe
they had failed on a cognitive task or their national
group had been insulted by an out-group member. That
is, experimentally augmented attachment security re-
duced the sense of threat created by encounters with
out-group members and seemed thereby to render un-
necessary the usual efforts to derogate or distance one-
self from them.

Following up these studies, we are currently con-
ducting a series of studies to determine whether se-
curity priming can reduce actual aggression between
contending or warring social groups. In these studies,
the measure of aggressive behavior is the amount of
hot sauce given to a target person in what is billed as a
study of taste preference. We chose hot sauce because
it has already been used effectively as form of mild
aggression in social psychology experiments (e.g.,
McGregor et al., 1998) and does not require that any-
one actually suffer pain (because the recipients of the
hot sauce are not really required to consume it). While
obviously not as aggressive as hostile actions toward
out-group members that occur every day in most soci-
eties, administration of hot sauce has been shown to be
a valid indicator of hostility in experimental settings
(McGregor et al., 1998).

To increase the ecological validity and social sig-
nificance of our findings, we focus on aggression be-
tween two groups that are actually engaged in mu-
tual violence—Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs. Although
these two groups live side by side in Israel, they are
highly segregated and have a long history of political,
cultural, and territorial conflict. Moreover, research has
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MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

shown that Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs tend to react
to each other with prejudice, hostility, and overt ag-
gression (Ben Ari & Amir, 1988). In the past sev-
eral years, the intensity and destructiveness of this
conflict and the number of violent acts related to it
have increased dramatically as Palestinian Arab ter-
rorists have committed terrorist actions inside Israel
and the Israeli military has made repeated incursions
into the territories governed by the Palestinian Au-
thority. We have completed one study so far, and in
it we examined whether experimentally enhanced at-
tachment security among Israeli Jews attenuates ag-
gressive responses toward Israeli Arabs. In subsequent
studies we will examine whether the same effects can
be found among Israeli Arabs with respect to Israeli
Jews.

In the first session of the completed study, 120
Israeli Jewish undergraduates provided names of peo-
ple who act as security-enhancing attachment figures,
names of other familiar people who were not listed as
fulfilling attachment-figure functions (e.g., mother, fa-
ther, best friends, if they were not designated as attach-
ment figures), and names of mere acquaintances. After
2–3 weeks, each participant was invited to a study, to-
gether with a same-sex student (who was actually a
confederate of the experimenter). At the beginning of
the experimental session, the confederate arrived and
provided his or her name, major, and place of resi-
dence. At this point, half of the participants received
information that the other person was a Jew (having a
typical Jewish name, residing in a typical Jewish city);
the other half received information that the other per-
son was an Arab (having a typical Arab name, residing
in a typical Arab city).

Then, the participant and the confederate were sepa-
rated and put into different experimental rooms, and the
participants performed a 30-trial computerized word-
relation task. During each of the 30 trials, they were
exposed subliminally (for 20 milliseconds) to the name
of their own security-enhancing attachment figure (des-
ignated in the first session of the study), the name of a
familiar person who was not selected as an attachment
figure, or the name of an acquaintance.

Following the priming procedure, all participants
were informed that they would evaluate a food
sample—either a spicy or a non-spicy food, depending
on random assignment. Next, they completed a taste-
preference inventory, in which they indicated their lik-
ing for salty, spicy, sweet, and creamy foods, and they
were told that the other participant (the confederate)
had also completed this measure and had been ran-
domly assigned to the hot-food condition. Then, the
experimenter gave the real participant a tray contain-
ing materials needed to prepare a sample of hot sauce
to give to the confederate.

The experimenter also explained that people are of-
ten curious about other people’s taste preferences, so

the participants would be shown the taste-preference
questionnaire of the other person (the confederate).
The completed form indicated that the confederate
definitely disliked spicy foods. Participants were in-
structed to place a quantity of hot sauce into a bowl
and seal it with a lid. They were also told that the con-
federate would be asked to consume the entire quantity
of hot sauce (with some crackers). To be sure partici-
pants knew how painfully spicy the hot sauce was, they
were asked to taste a bit of it. The dependent variable in
the experiment was the measured amount of hot sauce
each participant allocated to the confederate.

As shown in Figure 1, there was a significant interac-
tion between the confederate’s ethnicity (Arab or Jew-
ish) and priming condition. When participants had been
subliminally primed with the name of someone who
was not an attachment figure, they delivered a larger
amount of hot sauce to the Arab confederate than to the
Jewish confederate—an indication of inter-group ag-
gression. But security priming completely eliminated
this difference; that is, the participants whose sense of
security had been enhanced delivered equal (relatively
low) amounts of hot sauce to the Arab and Jewish con-
federates.

These initial results fit well with previous findings
showing that people who are either dispositionally se-
cure or induced to feel more secure in a particular con-
text are better able than their insecure counterparts to
tolerate inter-group diversity, more likely to maintain
broadly humane values, and more likely to regard oth-
ers compassionately and behave prosocially. In light of
this research, it seems likely that if human beings were
helped by their families, communities, schools, reli-
gious institutions, and cultural media to become more
secure, they would be better able to create a kinder and
more tolerant, harmonious, and peaceful society.

Future Directions

The studies we have conducted thus far provoke sev-
eral additional questions: What are the precise mech-
anisms by which security priming accomplishes such
a wide range of beneficial effects? How many ways
are there to enhance security, especially if one wishes
to create permanent or long-lasting beneficial effects?
How long do these beneficial effects last? Can they
withstand the countervailing force of severe environ-
mental threats, as suggested by the fact that even secure
people seem to be pulled, at times, into wars, bouts of
intolerance, and mental distress?

Diverse Mechanisms

The core idea behind attachment theory is that hu-
man beings are born “unfinished,” with nervous sys-
tems that need extensive social support and guidance to
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Figure 1. Mean amount of hot sauce dispensed as a function of confederate ethnicity and priming condition.

become fully adapted to their environment. At the heart
of the unfinished creature is a set of innate behavioral
systems designed to motivate necessary adjustments,
in line with the long-term goals of survival, health
maintenance, sexual reproduction, and effective care
of offspring. The first systems to reveal themselves in
development are the attachment system and the explo-
ration system. Babies naturally seek comforting con-
tact and affection, and are curious about other people
and the physical environment. With proper protection,
encouragement, and support, they readily expand their
range of experiences and repertoire of skills, eventually
showing capacities for caregiving and sex. In conjunc-
tion with these developments are a set of emotions that
arise as innate behavioral systems and related motives
express themselves in behavior. These emotions can be
described in detailed ways: on the positive side, feeling
safe and secure, being loved and admired, being curi-
ous, optimistic, skillful, and competent; on the negative
side, feeling unsafe, threatened, pained, rejected, aban-
doned, unworthy, and helpless, hopeless, or incompe-
tent. Having mostly positive experiences helps a child
regulate its own emotions, which is crucial to becom-
ing competent and, eventually, self-reliant. Having nu-
merous negative experiences leads to rigid, defensive
methods of emotion avoidance or regulation, or—in
more extreme cases—to cognitive and emotional dis-
organization. Hence, any intervention that increases
a person’s sense of safety, lovability, personal effi-
cacy, structure, self-regulation, and meaning is likely
to strengthen core aspects of the self that are important
for healthy development.

For example, when a child is threatened, negative
feelings are replaced by positive ones if he or she is
protected, embraced, and encouraged by attachment

figures. Moreover, when a child is threatened by failure
or incompetence, achieving self-perceived competence
on his or her own or being scaffolded while achiev-
ing competence increases self-esteem, optimism, self-
confidence, and effective coping skills. This is, we
believe, why self-affirmation manipulations work in
adulthood, especially for people who feel threatened or
are low in self-esteem or plagued by attachment anxiety
(e.g., Correll, Spencer, & Zanna, 2004; Spencer, Fein,
& Lomore, 2001). This may also be why a manipula-
tion that improves emotion regulation, for example by
increasing attentional stability and mindfulness, pro-
vides some of the benefits of increased security (e.g.,
Brown & Ryan, 2003). Security is a natural foundation
for effective emotion regulation, partly because it al-
lows a person not to be overwhelmed or distracted by
worries and anxiety. It provides a generally solid foun-
dation on which good coping skills can be erected.
But later in life, if this foundation was not provided in
childhood or is damaged by trauma, it may be possible,
perhaps even necessary, to work on increasing atten-
tional stability and calmness through nonsocial means,
such as meditation or repeating positive self-statements
of the kind taught by cognitive behavioral therapists.

Relevant to this point, we have noticed that our secu-
rity inductions are similar to Buddhist methods of fos-
tering mindfulness, compassion, and loving-kindness,
and also that security seems to be central to both attach-
ment theory and Buddhist psychology. As explained
by the Buddhist nun Pema Chödrön (2003, pp. 23–24):
“We fear losing our illusion of security—that’s what
makes us so anxious . . . . The mind is always seeking
zones of safety, and these zones of safety are continu-
ally falling apart . . . . That’s the essence of samsara—
the cycle of suffering that comes from continuing to

151

D
o
w
n
l
o
a
d
e
d
 
B
y
:
 
[
C
D
L
 
J
o
u
r
n
a
l
s
 
A
c
c
o
u
n
t
]
 
A
t
:
 
0
8
:
4
2
 
2
7
 
A
u
g
u
s
t
 
2
0
0
9



MIKULINCER AND SHAVER

seek happiness in all the wrong places.” Unlike attach-
ment theorists, however, Chödrön seems to believe that
everyone has an anxious, grasping mind, whereas at-
tachment research suggests that this is a relative matter.
People who have been treated well by their attachment
figures are less afraid of death and other threats (e.g.,
Mikulincer & Florian, 2000), are more open cogni-
tively and emotionally (e.g., Mikulincer, 1997), and are
less easily thrown off course by fear, less preoccupied
with attachment, and more secure. We do not believe,
therefore, that their sense of security is an “illusion.”

Buddhism also recognizes the importance of love
to the development of emotional stability (Chödrön,
2003, pp. 9–10): “The essential practice is to cultivate
maitri, or loving-kindness . . . . [An] image for maitri
is that of a mother bird who protects and cares for her
young until they are strong enough to fly away. People
sometimes ask, ‘Who am I in this image—the mother
or the chick?’ The answer is both . . . . Without loving-
kindness for ourselves, it is difficult, if not impossible,
to genuinely feel it for others.”

This is similar to our ideas about the importance of
attachment figures’ love for establishing both effective
coping strategies and being compassionate toward one-
self and other people (Gillath, Shaver, & Mikulincer,
2005), but attachment theory and research point to the
social origins of this ability and indicate that it is much
more difficult for some people than for others to ap-
ply “maitri” to themselves and everyone else. Fortu-
nately, the experiments reviewed here demonstrate that
all people, regardless of dispositional attachment style,
can become happier, healthier, and more tolerant and
compassionate when primed with representations of
attachment figures’ love and support.

According to this line of thinking, there are prob-
ably many different routes to increased security. Self-
affirmation and mindfulness are two; reminding a
person of his or her key attachment figures and past
experiences of love and support is another. Encourag-
ing a person to feel loved by God might be another
(Kirkpatrick, 2005); and still others include becom-
ing closely involved with a supportive mentor, coach,
therapist, or religious professional. Encouraging a rel-
atively insecure person to help others, thereby experi-
encing effective caregiving and perhaps receiving gen-
uine appreciation is another useful method (Gillath
et al., 2005), as is developing one’s talents or skills,
which allows a person, for good reasons, to feel com-
petent and socially valuable. Joining an affiliative or
supportive group is another method, as is becoming in-
volved in a high-functioning romantic relationship or
marriage. In short, just as good attachment experiences
have beneficial effects on other behavioral systems,
such as exploration and caregiving, good experiences
related to those behavioral systems are likely to feed
back on the attachment system in ways that allow it to
function in a less defensive, less distorted way.

Security-Priming Effects: Temporal Course and
Interaction with Countervailing Forces

Given that security priming works, at least in our
brief experiments, how probable is it that such effects
can be temporally extended, to become therapeutic or
self-enhancing in a lasting way? How resistant are
such effects to countervailing forces in a world full
of threats, conflicts, inter-group tension, and actual vi-
olence?

We have conducted pilot studies in which partici-
pants were subliminally primed with representations
of attachment security every other day for three weeks,
and the effects were examined one week after the final
priming session ended. There were suggestions in the
results that positive mood was enhanced over time and
that the effect persisted on its own for a week. But in
all such studies conducted so far, the effects were due
to a combination of slight increases in positive mood in
the security-priming conditions and strong decreases in
positive mood in the neutral-prime control groups, sug-
gesting that the study itself was perceived as a burden,
and that the burden was buffered or eased for partici-
pants who received the security primes. Moreover, both
studies were conducted at the point in an academic term
when examinations occurred and term papers were
due, so the participants were generally stressed and
fatigued. We still need to conduct studies to systemati-
cally determine whether security priming can do more
than buffer a person from negative stressors.

In a related series of studies, Sohlberg and
Birgegard (2003) subliminally primed Swedish col-
lege students with the stimulus “Mommy and I are
one,” and obtained persisting beneficial effects on de-
pression over a two-week period. In addition, Dande-
neau, Baccus, Sakelleropoulo, Pruessner, and Baldwin
(2006) engaged adult telemarketers in a cognitive task
for five minutes each morning for five days. They saw
a computer-screen full of pictured faces, all of which
but one bore negative expressions (e.g., anger, disgust).
The single exceptional face was smiling brightly. The
participants’ task was to ignore the negative faces and
locate the positive one. Over time, their cortisol lev-
els declined and their sense of self-efficacy, as well
as supervisors’ ratings of their work performance,
increased. Moreover, as reviewed earlier, Rowe and
Carnelley (2006) found positive changes in expecta-
tions about relationship partners’ behavior two days
after repeated priming with security-related stimuli.

All of these examples encourage us to conduct fur-
ther tests of long-term security-priming effects. Of
course, psychotherapy—when viewed as a series of
interactions with a security-providing attachment fig-
ure (Bowlby, 1988)—also provides many examples
of successful security enhancement. In the realm of
applied Buddhist psychology, empirical evaluations
of mindfulness-based stress reduction (Kabat-Zinn,
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2003) also indicate that a meditative approach to re-
laxation, stress amelioration, and self-guided emotion
regulation has lasting beneficial effects. Thus, just as
there are several procedures available to alter the at-
tachment system’s capacity to cope with stress and
negative emotions, there are many ways to alter the
system in lasting ways. It will take time to evaluate the
long-term effects of the different methods and explore
the mechanisms by which they operate.

Although we remain optimistic about the possibil-
ity of increasing a person’s sense of security in lasting
ways, it is important not to be naively simplistic about
this. In most of our laboratory experiments, no neg-
ative environmental events arose to counter the mo-
mentary effects of enhanced security. As mentioned
earlier, however, in two studies conducted by Mikulin-
cer, Hirschberger, et al. (2001), the beneficial effects
of security priming on evaluation of a formerly neutral
stimulus were resistant to the negative effects of failure
on a cognitive task and reminders of separation from a
romantic partner. As also mentioned, security primes
seemed to buffer student participants in our pilot stud-
ies of long-term priming against the stresses of end-
of-term demands. Still, in the real world, people are
confronted with frustrating bureaucratic rules and re-
quirements, rude employees, bullying classmates, an-
gry spouses, natural disasters (such as tsunamis and
earthquakes), and human aggression and cruelty of all
forms. Even secure people mourn losses and some-
times fight ferociously for their rights and the survival
of their families. There is no form of security that
makes genuine threats irrelevant or ignorable.

It’s not yet clear how we should think about the best
way for secure people to cope, for example, with eth-
nic discrimination, terrorism, and warfare. The Dalai
Lama is often mentioned as a model of compassion and
tolerance, but while winning the Nobel Peace Prize he
has so far not been able to regain control of his native
country, Tibet. There are undoubtedly secure political
and military leaders who have been empathic and sup-
portive of their followers while also leading them into
war (Roosevelt and Eisenhower might be salient Amer-
ican examples; Rabin is a good example in Israel). At
some point, science gives way to ethics in such matters.
There is no scientific prescription that guarantees op-
timal behavior in a chaotic or disastrous environment.

In a recent pilot study, we found that more secure
Palestinians living in the territories occupied by Israeli
soldiers were more, rather than less, hostile toward
Israeli Jews and more accepting of violence against
them. Thus, although we are encouraged to pursue
possible benefits of psychological security enhance-
ment, we cannot assume that security and pacifism are
synonymous. Achieving a world at peace requires hu-
mane ethics, a more tolerant cultural and educational
climate, and good judgment and effective political will
on the part of leaders, not just securely attached individ-

ual citizens. The same conditions presumably hold for
self-affirmation and mindfulness. Still, without a size-
able proportion of secure, mindful, and self-efficacious
citizens, political will alone is unlikely to accomplish
desirable ethical goals. Psychological science, broad
education, and appropriate political action must pro-
ceed in tandem.

Note

Address correspondence to Mario Mikulincer, De-
partment of Psychology, Bar-Ilan University, Ramat
Gan 52900, Israel. E-mail: mikulm@mail.biu.ac.il
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