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| CHAPTER 22

Adult Attachment Strategies
and the Regulation of Emotion

PHILLIP R. SHAVER
MARIO MIKULINCER

In the past 20 years, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969,/1982, 1973, 1980) has become
one of the most influential conceptual frameworks for understanding emotion regula-
tion. Although Bowlby did not devote much attention to abstract theorizing about emo-
tion itsell (he included only a single brief chapter about it in Volume 1 of Attachment
and Loss), his writings were motivated by clinical and ethological observations of
humans and other primates who were experiencing, expressing, and regulating emo-
tions such as affection, anxiety, anger, grief, and despair. He was especially interested in
the anxiety-bulfering function of close relationships and the capacity for dysfuncrional
relationships to generate negative emotions and, in the extreme, to precipitate debilitat-
ing forms of psychopathology. Bowlby (1973, 1980) characterized the stable individual
dilferences in emotion regulation that emerge from prolonged reliance on particular
“attachment figures,” people who provide either adequate or inadequate protection,
safety, support, and guidance concerning emotions and emotion regulation.

With the accumulation of empirical knowledge about what Bowlby called the
attachment behavioral system, individual differences in attachment orientations, and
emotion regulation in infancy and adulthood, Bowlby's ideas (as elaborated and tested
initially by Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) have been extended, tested, and
organized into a theoretical model (e.g., Fraley & Shaver, 2000; Mikulincer & .S]l;l\'fﬂl'.
2003: Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). The model clarifies the emotion-regulatory function
of the attachment system and explains many of the emotional correlates and conse
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elaborate on these individual differences and provide a detailed review ol
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studies that have examined attachment-related variations in coping with stress, manag-
ing attachment-related threats, and regulating or defending against particular emo-
tional states.

ATTACHMENT THEORY- BASIC CONCEPTS

Bowlby (1969/1982) claimed that human beings are born with an innate psycho-
biological system (the attachment behauvioral system) that motivates them to seek proximity
to significant others (attachment figures) in times of need. This system accomplishes
basic regulatory functions (protection from threats and alleviation of distress) in
human beings of all ages, but it is most directly observable during infancy and early
childhood (Bowlby, 1988). Sowlby (1973) also described important individual differ-
ences in attachment

Sysien {‘unrti:ming depending on the availability, responsiveness,
and supportiveness of attachment tigures. Interactions with attachment figures who are
available and responsive in times of need facilitate the optimal Iilm‘limling ol the
attachment system and promote a sense of attachment security. This pervasive sense of
security is based on implicit beliefs that the world js generally safe, that attachment fig-
ures are helpful when called upon, and that it is possible to explore the environment
curiously and engage effectively and enjoyably with other people. This sense of security
i rooted in positive mental representations of self and others. which Bowlby called
internal working models.

Unfortunately, there are darker alternatives (o this condition, which develop when
attachment figures are not reliably available and Supportive, fail to provide adequate
relief from distress, and cause a child who is dependent on them to form negative work-
ing models of self and others and to develop defensive secondary attachment stralegies.
(Direct security secking is viewed as the primary strategy.) Secondary attachment strate-
gies take two major forms: hyperactivation and deactivation of the attachment system
(e.g., Cassidy & Kobak, 1988).

Hyperactivation (which Bowlhy, 1969/1982. called protest) is characterized by
intense efforts to attain proximity to attachment figures and insistent attempts (o
induce 2 I'L‘Iilli(lll.‘%hip partner, viewed as insuffic tently available or responsive, to pro-
vide more satisfying and reassuring care and support. !!_\'p(-uwli\';ning strategies
include clinging, controlling, and coercive behaviors; cognitive and behavioral efforts
to establish physical contact and a sense of merger or “oneness™: and n\'l_-l't'lt-}wmicm‘t-
on l'cl'cuinuship partners for protection (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002). People who rely on
h}’[.?(‘l'ilt‘[i\'il{i]l_&{ Strategies compulsively seek proximity and protection, and they are
chronically hypersensitive to signs of possible rejection or abandonment. In contrast,
deactivation involves inhibition of proximity-seeking inclinations and actions, suppres-
sion or discounting of threats that might activate the attachment system, and determina-
tion to handle stresses alone (a defensive stance that Bowlby, 1969/1982, called compul-
sive self-reliance), People who rely on these strategies tend to maximize autonomy and
distance from relationship pariners, experience discomfort with closeness and intimacy,
and strive for personal strength and control of relationship partners.

- When studying individual differences in the tunctioning of the attachment system
' adolescence and adulthood, attachment researchers have focused on 2 person’s

@llachment style—the chronic pattern of relational expectations, eme itions, and behaviors

that regyg from internalization of a particular history of attachment experiences
Fraley & Shaver, 2000), Beginning with Ainsworth e al.’s (1978) studies of infant—




448 SOCIAL APPROACHES

caresiver attachment, continuing through Hazan and Shaver’s (1987) cong eptualization
of romantic love as an attachment process, and followed up i many recent studies Ty
social and personality psvehologists (reviewed by Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003), rescarch
ers have lound that individual dilferences in attachment stvle can be measured along
two orthogonal dimensions, attachmentrelated avoidance and anxiety (Brennan, ‘.3|.i1|\l_,
& Shaver, 1998). A person's position on the avoidance dimension indicates the exient
which he or she distrusts others’ goodwill and relies on deactivating strategies for cop
ing with attachment insecurities. A person’s position on the anxiety dunension indj
cates the degree to which he or she worries tha relationship partners will be unavail
able in times of need and relies on hyperactivating strategies for dealing with these
worries. People who score low on both dimensions enjov a dispositional sense of el
sccurity, are likely to have had a securitv-suppo ting attachment history, and are said 10

be secure or to have a securce attachment style.

ATTACHMENT STRATEGIES AND EMOTION REGULATION
Theoretical Background

According 1o attachment theory (Cassidy & kobalk, 1988; Main, 1990; Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2002). attachment orientations or stvles include a variety of cognitive, affec-
tive. and behavioral maneuvers that can alter, obstruct, or suppress the generation, acti-
vation, and expression of emotions. These strategies guide the process of emotion regu-
lation and shape a person’s appraisals, leelings, and action tendencies,

In analyzing the regulatory processes associated with dilferent attac hment strate-
gies, we rely on an updated version of Shaver, S¢ hwartz, Kirson, and O’Connor's (1987)
model of the emotion process (see Figure 22.1). This model is based on both theoreti-
cal considerations (e.g., Frijda, 1986; Lazarus, 1991) and ordinary people’s accounts of
their emotional experiences (e.g., Shaver et al., 1987; Smith & Ellsworth, 1987) and has
heen used to conceptualize both emotions and emotional development (e.g.. ischer,
Shaver, & Carnochan, 1090). In the model, emotions. considered to be organized sets
of thought and action tendencies supported by specilic physiologic al processes, are gen-

erated by the appraisal of external or mter nal events i relation to !u-lwﬂl'n ooals and
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FIGURE 22.1. Flowchurt model of the emotion process (based on Shaver el al

 1987)408
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onceptualization concerns. The resulting emotions are experienced and expressed through changes in
ecent studies by the cognitive accessibility of various mental contents and in action tendencies. behav-
2003), research iors, and subjective teelings (Oatley & Jenkins, 1996). Both the generation and the
measured along expression of emotions are affected by regulatory efforts, which can alter. obstruct, or
Brennan, Clark. SUPPIEss appraisals, concerns, action tendencies, and subjective feelings,
ites the extent to According to Shaver e( al. (1987) and Oatley and Jenkins (1996), emotion genera-
rategies for cop- tion depends on a perceived change in the environment, especially an unexpected, sur-
dimension indi- prising, or personally relevan change. These changes are automatically, and often
i will be unavail- unconsciously, appraised in relation to 2 person’s needs, goals, wishes, and mceerns. If
aling with these the perceived changes are favorable lo goal attainment, the resulting emotions are
Sl SerdE of felt hedonically positive, If the changes are unfavorable, the resulting emotions are

, and are said (o hedonically negative. The particular emotions that emerge depend on the specific pat-

tern of concerns and appraisals that get activated (e.g., Lazarus, 1991: Shaver et al.,

1987). When a specific appraisal pattern occurs, a corresponding kind of emotion.

including its evolutionarily functional action tendencies and physiological substrates

ILATION (e.g., changes in respiration, blood pressure, neurochemistry, and muscle tension), fol-

= = : lows automatically. These consequences can be manifested in thoughts, feelings, o
actions; expressed both verbally and nonverbally; and measured in numerous ways.

Shaver et al. (1987) claimed. based partly on existing research and partly on their

research participants’ narratives, that regulatory efforts can alter the entire emotion

process. If there is no reason to postpone, dampen, redirect. or deny the emerging emo-

generation, acti- tion, the action tendencies are ;uunnl;uicglll_\_- expressed in congruent thoughts, [.{_.C“”gﬁ!
f emotion regu- |

1990; Shaver &

cognitive, affec-

and behaviors. However, when there are other goals in play (e.g., social norms, personal
standards, and self-protective defenses) that make experience, enactment, and expres-
sion of an emotion undesirable, rt'gu!:l[m"\-’ efforts are called into service to alter,
obstruct, or suppress the emotion and bring about a more desirable emotional state or
at least the outward appearance of a more desirable state.

tachment strate-
Connor’s (1987)
n both theoreti-
le’s accounts of
1, 1987) and has

nt (e.g., Fischer,

In this model, regulatory efforts can he directed toward various parts ol the emo-
tion process. The most direct regulatory maneuvers are problem-solving efforts aimed
at ending or changing the events that elicited the emotion. Regulatory maneuvers can
also be directed at the appraisals that link external evens Lo emotional reactions, Reap-
0Cesses, are gen- praisal can contribute 1o problem solving by calming a person and allowing him or her
to deploy pre )I}h‘m-ml\'ing resources more effectively, or even render problem solving
unnecessary if the problem is deemed unsolvable or the person is unwilling or unable
o engage in the necessary problem-solving steps (Lazarus & Folkman. 1984). In any
case, these two coping reactions, problem solving and reappraisal, can eliminate many
undesirable emot ions and make it unnecessary to take turther regulatory steps (Gross,

. ranized sets
l}[:_\.l”lfl

rson's goals and

S .19?4".-1: Gross & Thompson, this volume), However, when problem solving or reappraisal
“‘“\ I8 nsufficient to eliminate ay ersive emotions, regulation efforts may be directed af the
. €motional state itself. including its physiological underpinnings. Alternatively, regula-
Expressions, : ory efforts can dissociate the emotion from its appearance in thoughts, feelings, and
thoughts, g behaviors. In other words, the emotion’s access to Conscious awareness may be blocked

+|  behaviors, and
subjective .
feelings Ik

- w8 Attachment Security and the Constructive Regulation of Emotions

and its overt expression suppressed.

Ac{'(_n'ciing to Shaver and Mikulincer (20092). 4 sense of attachment security facilitates
Security-bage strategies of emotion regulation, which are aimed at alleviating distress,
¢ et al.. 1087). Maintaining comfortable, supportive intimate relationships, and increasing personal
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adjustment through constructive, flexible, and reality-attuned coping etforts. Moreover,
they sustain what Shaver and Mikulincer (2002), following Fredrickson (2001), called »
broaden-and-build cycle of attachment security, which expands a person’s resources for
maintaining equanimity and mental health in times of stress, broadens the person’s per-
spectives and capacities, and facilitates incorporation ol mental representations of
security-enhancing attachment figures into the self. This broaden-and-build process
allows securely attached people to maintain an authentic sense of personal efficacy,
resilience, and optimism even in situations in which attachment figures are absent or
social support is unavailable (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2004).

During emotion regulation, a sense ol attachment security sustains  problem-
solving efforts and reappraisal attempts. When confronted with external or internal
changes or events that would typically elicit undesirable emotions, securely attached
individuals can generate instrumental problemssolving strategies (e.g., analyzing situa-
tions, planning effective strategies, and inhibiting interfering thoughts or actions) and
mobilize available sources of social support to assist problem solving (c.g., by providing
material aid, information, or advice) or sustain motivation and problem-solving efforts
by soothing, supporting, and affirming the threatened or troubled individual.

Secure people’s constructive approach to problem solving results from their inter-
actions with attachment figures who are (or were) sensitive and responsive 1o expressed
bids for proximity, protection, and support. (See Calkins & Hill, and Thompson &
Mever, this volume.) During supportive interactions with attachment figures, secure
people learn (o1 learned, in the past) that their own actions are olten sufficient to
reduce distress and remove obstacles, and that seeking support from others is an effec-
tive means to enhance problem solving. Two other aspects of interactions with security-
enhancing attachment figures facilitate problem solving, One common prerequisite [or
problem solving is recognizing that one’s initial course of action is ineffective. Experi-
encing, or having experienced, attachment figures as loving and supportive allows
secure people to revise erroneous beliefs without excessive tear of criticism, humilia-
tion, or rejection. Problem solving also often requires the opening up of existing knowl-
edge structures, incorporation of new information, and flexible adjustment of knowl-
edge structures to current reality demands. Secure people's self-confidence allows them
to open their cognitive structures to new information and ['lexibly adjust their plans tor
dealing realistically with environmental imperatives (Mikulincer, 1997). Moreover,
believing implicitly that support will generally be available il needed, secure people can
creatively explore a problematic or challenging situation while tolerating ambiguity and
uncertainty.

Secure people can also reappraise situations, construe events in relatively benign
terms, symbolically transform threats into challenges, hold on to an optimistic sense of
self-efficacy, and attribute undesirable events to controllable, temporary, or context-
dependent causes. This stance toward ‘tialn';li\';lix is sustained by (im-pl\' ing‘l';!im’l| |!U-‘ii‘
tive beliefs (or working models) about self and world (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).
{ividuals
More-
[heir

While interacting with available and supportive attachment figures, secure ine
have learned that distress is manageable and external obstacles surmountable.
over, they know they can effectively exert control over many threatening events.
optimistic, hopeful mental representations promote self-soothing reappraisals ol aver-
sive events, assist in problem solving, and sustain effective cmotion regulation.
Having managed emotion-eliciting events or reappraised them in relatively benignl

N - .nts of
terms, secure individuals often do not need to alter or suppress other components
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the emotion process. They make whay Lazarus (1991) called a shori-circuit of threat,
sidestepping the interfering and dysfunctional aspects of emotions while retaining their
functional, adaptive qualities. As g result, secure

people can generally remain open to
their emotions. express and communicate their

feelings openly and accurately 1o oth-
ers, and experience them fully in their own thoughts and teelings. Such people do not
generally have 1o deny, exaggerate, or distort their emotional experiences.

Secure people can atend to their own distress without fear of being overwhelmed
or losing control. For individuals whose attachment figures have been avail

able and
responsive, expression of negative emotions h

as usually led o distrt-sx-uliv\'in[iug inter-
ventions by a caregiver. The person with good attachment figures learns that distress
can be expressed honestly without the relationship being at risk. and this fosters an
increasingly balanced way of experiencing and €Xpressing emotions—with

a sensible
goal in mind and without undue hostility,

vengeance, or anxiety about loss of control or
loss of the |'v|;itim|s|1ip, ,-‘u'c‘n.:rding to Cassidy (1994), “the experience of security is
based not on the denial of negative affect but on the ability to toler
temporarily in order (o achieve mastery over threate
(p- 233). In other worc Is, for relatively secure individuals,
require avoidance or denial of emaotions.

ate negative affects
1|ing,I 01 Il‘nslraling situations”
“emotion regulation” does not

Another aspect of secure people’s experience of emotions is selfref]
the ability to notjce. think about, and understand mental states (Fonagy, Steele, Steele,
Moran, & Higgit, 1991)—which facilitates recognition of the functional aspects of emo-
tions and the integration of emot ional experience

‘Ctive (';l]];l('i[\-’—

* INto one’s sense of self. According to
Fonagy et al. (1991), interactions with available and supportive attachment figures pro-
vide secure individuals with the capacity to understand and articulate their emotional
experiences, Fonagy et al. (1991) described the sv{'uril\'—:'nh;m(‘ing caregiver of an
infant as able “to reflect on the infang’s mental experience

and re-present it (o the infant
translated into the !;mguugc ol actions the infant can understand. The !);1!:_\' is, thus. pro-

vided with the illusion that the process of reflection nI'psyr_‘}]:_lh')g'i
formed within its own mental boundaries, This is the necess:
lution of 5 tirmly established reflective self™ (p- 207).
sound mysterious when described by a p.\‘_whn:m:zl)'sl.

cal processes was per-
ry background to the evo.
This process, although it may
can and has been empirically doe-
umented in studies using the Aduly Attachment Interview (AAIL (

seorge, Kaplan, &
Main, 1985; see review by Hesse. 1999)

and f":m;lg‘_\', Target, Steele, and Steele’s (1998)
measure of “mentalization” or “reflective functioning.”

Avoidant Attachment and the Inhibition of Emotiong] Experience

.\':rm'(_ling to attachment theory, avoidant (r_h*:nrli\'::ling) strategies are motivated by the

desire to Suppress pain and distress caused by frustration of bids for proximity to and
Support from cool. distant, or rejecting attachment figures (Cassidy & Kobak, 1988). As
mentioned earlier, (he way o attain this goal is to squelch i“ruxlralin__q bids for proximity
and inhibjy painful activation of the attachment system. As a result of practicing this
Strategy, avoidant individuals learn o t_l:'m'npl;l_\' threats and SLop monitoring the where-
aboutg and ;|\-;|i1ahjljry.' of attachmeny figures, because fi':t:lzsi:|g' on threats or worrying
abouy attachment figures reactivates the attachment system (Kobak, Cole. Ferenz-
Gillies, Fh-ming, & Gamble, 1993). Instead, avoidant individuals (e

nd to emphasize
their se

er people’s needs

: IEreliance and self-etlicacy while disparaging or dismissing oth
for ml:im:u'_y or social support (Bowlby, 1988).
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Iy i
%ll ‘. When regulating their emotions, avoidant people atiempt to block or inhibit apny
4! Y | . . = . z

il emotional state that is incongruent with the goal of keeping their attachment svstem
[’f ] deactivated (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). These inhibitory efforts are directed mainly g

fear, anxiety, anger, sadness, shame, guilt, and distress, because these emotions are asso.
i ciated with threats and feelings of vulnerability. In addition, anger often implies emo.
118 i tional involvement or investment in a relationship, and such involvement is inc ongruent
R with avoidant people’s preference lor independence and selfreliance (Cassidy, 1994y

Moreover, fear, anxicty, sadness, shame, and guilt can be viewed as signs of personal
' weakness or vulnerability, all of which contradict the avoidant person's desired sense of

A personal strength and sell-reliance.

1 Avoidant individuals also attempt to block or inhibit emotional reactions to poten-
I tial or actual threats to attachment-figure availability (rejection, betrayal, separation,
IJ loss), because such threats are direct triggers ol attachmentsystem activation. Like

secure ])l‘ll[)li’. avoidant ones attempt to downregulate threatrelated emotions. How-

a~

B —
e T s (]

e ever, whereas secure people’s regulatory attempts usually promote communication,
i compromise, and relationship maintenance, avoidant people’s efforts are aimed mainly
l at keeping the attachment system deactivated, regardless of the deleterious effect this
il can have on a relationship.

“ ['he avoidant approach to emotion regulation can interfere with problem solving
and reappraisal. To succeed at problem solving or reappraisal, people often have to
admit that their beliefs were mistaken or their behaviors misguided, and they have to
open their knowledge structures to new information. Avoidant individuals are reluctant
. to acknowledge that they were wrong, because being wrong calls their sense of compe-
{ tence and superiority into question. They may be unable o accept new information if it

!
|8 ' generales uncertainty or confusion and implies a need for help. Even engaging in flexi-
? ble problem solving can generate threats related to possible failure or admission that
i some problems are unsolvable or bevond one’s control, either absolutelv or when tack-
4 led alone (Mikulincer, 1998a).
' Deactivating strategics cause people to avoid noticing their own emotional reac-
tions. Avoidant individuals often deny or suppress emotion-related thoughts and memo-
§ ries, divert attention from emotion-related material, suppress emotion-related action
;I tendencies, or inhibit or mask verbal and nonverbal expressions ol emotion (Kebak et
8 H al., 1993; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). By averting the conscious experience and expres-
i sion of unpleasant emotions, avoidant individuals make it less likely that emotional
' | experiences will be integrated into their cognitive structures and that they will use them
effectively m information processing or social action. During many frustrating and
. painful interactions with rejecting attachment figures, they have learned that acknowl-
j edging and displayving distress leads to rejection or punishment (Cassidy, 1994)
{ f Bowlby (1980) described avoidant inhibition and denial of emotional n-x|n'|iu|n‘cs‘
: =i, in terms of “defensive exclusion” and “segregated mental systems.” This was his way of
i retaining some of |n'(’\'iu11~; |1.~4_\'(h|>;|l1;li\'.~:i~;' insights regarding I)\\('hl.)l:lujl.','ll delenses.
(See also Westen & Blagov, this volume.) When avoidant people encounter threats,
either personal or relational, that activate their attachment system, they try to block
related appraisals, concerns, feelings, memories, and action tendencies [rom conscious-
ness. Over time, this Kind of defensive exclusion distorts perceptions and memories, as
i can be seen in many experiments (e.g., Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000) and in rln'_;\:'u
(George et al., 1985; Hesse, 1999). Even when threat- or attachment-related material 18
j encoded, it tends to be processed at a shallow level because this results in fewer unpleas-
|

= . . . v . ¥ . . ) Q9
ant associations with other thoughts and memories (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).
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Attachment Anxiety and the Intensification of Undesirable Emotions
Unlike secure and avoidant people, who tend 1o view negative
incongruent states har should either be m
attached individuals tend to perceive
goals, and they therefore tend to sustain or even exaggerate them. Attachment-anxious
people are guided by an unfulfilled wish 1o cause attachment figures (o pay more atten-
tion and provide more reliable protection (Cassidy & Kobak. 1988; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2003). As explained previously, one Way to attain this goal is to keep the attach-
ment system L'hr'nnic;lﬂ_\' activated (i.e., in a state of hyperactivation) and intensify bids
for attention until g satisfying sense of attachment security is attained. Chronically
attachment-anxious individuals tend (o exaggerate the presence and seriousness of
threats and remain vigilant regarding possible attachment-figure unavailability (Kobak
asize their sense of helplessness and vulnera-
bility, because signs of weakness and neediness ¢
attention and care (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994).
Hyperactivation of ne

emotions as goal-
anaged effectively o Suppressed, anxiously
these emotions as congruent with attachment

et al., 1993). They also tend (o overemph

an sometimes elicit other people’s

gative emotions can render problem solving irrelevant.

n
fact, problem sul\'inf__{ may thwart ;

1 anxious person’s desire to perpetuate problematic
situations and continue expressing neediness and dissatisfaction. Moreover, problem
solving works against the anxious person’s self-co
0o much competence might result in loss of
figures.

nstrual as lu.‘lp!vsx and im'mn;wlt_!nl:
attention and support from attachment

How is anxious hyperactivation sustained? QOne
appraisal process, perceptually hcighluuing the
benign events, hold on to pessimistic beljefs
attribute threat-related eve

method is (o exaggerate the
threatening aspects of even fairly
about one's ability to manage distress, ancd
nts to uncontrollable causes and global personal inadequa-
cies (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998), This xv”lficﬁ';lling appraisal process s sustained by
negative beliefs about hoth self and world (Collins & Read, 1994: Shaver & Clark, 1994),
Although these beliefs are initially developed in the
interactions with unavailable or unreljable
cognitive biases that overgeneralize p:

context of emotionally negative
attachment figures, they are sustained by
ISt attachment injuries and inuppn>prian'h apply
memories of injuries to pew situations (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).

Another regulatory technique

that heightens the experience and expression of
threat-related emotions

is shifting attention toward
(Cassidy & Kobak, 1988; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2002).
vigilant attention 1o the physiological
recall of threat-related experiences

internal indicators of distress
This maneuver involves hyper-
components of emotiona] states, heightened
»and rumination on real and potential threats (Main
& Solomon, 1986; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). Another I:\']rt_‘i'm‘ii\';ui|1g strategy is to
intensify negative emotions by favoring an approach, counterphobic orientation toward
”ll‘{‘.ﬂl{.’llillg situations or making self-defeating decisions and taking ineffective cc wurses
of action that are likely to end in failure. All these strategies create 4 self-amplifying
cycle of distress, which is maintained cognitively by ruminative thoughts and feelings
€ven after a threat objectively disappears.

Just as avoidant individuals can block or
€nces, anxious pe

Negative thought or memory triggers a flood of others (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2009).
SPL‘?LMII_&{ in terms of associative memory networks,
€motiong| tag ¢ :
live nodes,

segregate memories of negative experi-

‘ople can mentally link such experiences tightly together, so that one

one cognitive node with a negative
Aan automatically spread its activation to other ne

‘gatively tinged cogni-
causing all of them (o become highly available

in working memory. This pat-
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tern ol cognitive activation gives prominence to emotional implications of information
and favors the organization of cognitions in terms of simple, undifferentiated affective
teatures, such as the extent o which the information is threatening o implies rejection,
Attachment-anxious people thercfore sulfer from a chaotic mental architecture per-
vaded by negative emotion (Main, Raplan, & Cassidy, 1985). Main (1990) described (his
“state of mind with respect to attachment™ as imvolving high levels ol confusion, ambivy
lence, and incoherence, all of which have bheen amply documented in studies using the
AAL (Hesse, 1999),

[nterestingly, although hyperactivating and deactivating strategies lead to Opposite
patterns ol emotional expression (intensification vs. suppression), both result in dys.
functional emotional experience. Whereas avoidant people miss the adaptive aspects of
emotional experiences by blocking mental access 10 emotions, anxious people fail to
take advantage ol adaptive possibilities because their attention is riveted on Ihlt'.li:'nill'_g
and disruptive aspects of emotional experience instead ol irs potentially functional
aspects. As a result, they may perceive themselves as helpless 1o control the self
amplifying, ruminative flow of painful thoughts and feelings.

One might wonder why anxious people would remain immune to social feedback
indicating that hyperactivation of distress is self-defeating and unlikely to lead to secu-
rity. One answer is that hyperactivation of the attachment svstem sometimes succeeds
in getting a relationship partners’ attention, thereby temporarily heightening the anx-
ious person’s senses of relief and security. This kind of partial reinforcement schedule is
thought to explain the link between inconsistent parenting and the creation of anxious
attachment in early childhood (Cassidy & Berlin, 1994). In addition, once established,
schematic processing—either persisting in seeing what one expects to see or influenc ing
events so that they confirm one's expectations—can be selfssustaining even if it pro-
duces emotional pain and distress. It can be deceptively reassuring to know that one's

worst [ears are realized, thereby confirming one’s predictions.

Empirical Evidence for Attachment-Related Differences
in Emotion Regulation

Fhere is now a large body of evidence supporting the analysis we have just provided in
abstract theoretical terms. The findings consistently and coherently support the hypoth-
esized links between attachment security and constructive patterns of emotion regula-
tion, attachment avoidance and emotional inhibition, and attachment anxiety and dis

tress nnensilication,

Coping with Stressful Events

Stresslul events are major triggers ol negative emotions and they olten give rise (o regue
latory eflors. I attachmentrelated mental and behavioral strategics are involved in
emotion regulation, they should be evident in the way people appraise and cope with
stressful events.

Attachment strategies clearly influence the appraisal of stressful events (e.g., Alex-
ander, Feeney, Hohaus, & Noller, 2001; Berant, Mikulincer, & Florian, 2001; I":ilnh'-ll_'m-
Orr, Mikulineer, & Florian, 1997; Mikulincer & Florian, 1998), with attachment anxiety
being associated with distress-intensifying appraisals (appraising threats as extreme and
coping resources as deficient). For avoidant individuals the findings are less consistent.

3 . : S unilar o
Most studies have found that avoidani people report a pattern ol .I|i|l1.ii\.i| similar
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Management of Attachment-Related Threats

Attachment strategies are also manifest in the wavs people deal with atachment-related
threats. In a pair of studies, Fralev and Shaver (1997) examined attachmentstyle diffe
ences \'11|n||1'<-w5in|1 ol \v|;.|1;|1in|1 related thoughts, Partic Ipants wrote continuously
about whatever thoughts and feelings they were experiencing while being asked o sup-
press thoughts about a romantic partner leaving them for someone else. In the firg
study, the ability to suppress these thoughts was assessed by the number of times
separation-related thoughts ;l|}pt‘:l1<'(1 in participants’ stream-of-consciousness Writing
following the suppression period. In the second study, this ability was assessed by (he
level of physiological arousal (skin conductance) during the suppression task—the lowe
the arousal, the greater the presumed ability to suppress the thoughts.

The findings corresponded with attachmentrelated strategies for processing separation-
related thoughts. Attachment anxiety was associated with poorer ability to suppress
separation-related thoughts, as indicated by more frequent thoughts of loss following
the suppression task and higher skin conductance during the task. In contrast, attach-
ment avoidance was associated with greater ability to suppress separation-related
thoughts, as indicated by less frequent thoughts of loss following the suppression task
and lower skin conductance during the task. A recent [unctional magnetic resonance
imaging (IMRI) study (Gillath, Bunge, Shaver, Wendelken, & Mikulincer, 2005) shows
that these attachment-stvle differences are also evident in patterns ol brain activation
and deactivation when people are thinking about breakups and losses and when
attempting to suppress such thoughts. (See also Ochsner & Gross, this volume.)

In a recent pair of studies, Mikulincer, Dolev, and Shaver (2004) replicated and
extended Fraley and Shaver's (1997) findings while assessing, in a Stre yop color-naming
task, the cognitive accessibility of previously suppressed thoughts about a painful sepa-
ration. Findings indicated that avoidant individuals were able o suppress thoughts
related to the breakup; for them, such thoughts were relatively inaccessible, and their
own positive self-traits became (presumably for defensive reasons) more accessible.
However, their ability to maintain this defensive stance was disrupted when a cognitive
load—remembering a 7-digit number—was added 1o the experimental task. Under high
cognitive load, avoidant individuals exhibited ready access to thoughts of separation
and negative self-traits. That is, the suppressed material resurfaced in experience and
behavior when a high cognitive demand was imposed. We suspect that a similar resur-
facing occurs when a high emotional demand is encountered.

Fraley et al. (2000) probed the regulatory mechanisms underlying avoidant indi-
viduals” deactivation ol attachment-related threats, They asked whether deactivating
strategies operate in a preemplive manne (e.u.. by deploying attention away from
attachment-related threats or encoding them in onlv a very shallow fashion) or a
postemftive Ymanner (by repressing material that had been encoded). Participants lis-
tened to an interview about attachmentrelated threats and were asked to recall
details from the interview either immediately alterward or at various delays ranging
from half an hour to 21 days. An analysis of forgetting curves plotted over time
revealed that avoidant individuals initially encoded less information about the inter-
view than did less avoidant persons, and the two groups forgot the information al
about the same rate. Thus, it seems that avoidant deactivating strategies al least

. . . ) : 1 from aware:
sometimes act in a preemptive manner, by blocking threatening material from awa

ness and memory from the start.
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Experiencing and Managing Death Anxiety
chment-telated Adult attachmeny studies have also examined how attachment strategies affect the expe-
nbsevle diffsis rience and Management of specific emotional states. A number of studijes conducted in
S0 \I\[. KIGRE Mikulincer’s laboratory have focused, for example, on attachment-style differences in
(, -ll::lglllm M-Ill" the :ill't’ngl]l. of death ;_mxicrj.' (Florian _&- :\'_]“{lflill(“t_‘!', IE]E-]H:I .'\‘Iikui.im:m', Florian, &
2 he first Tolmacz, 1990), unconscious or preconscious indications of this fear (responses (o pro-
ise. In th e jective Thematic Apperception Test [TAT] cards: Mikulincer et al., 1990), and the acces.
mber of I[!“.H : .sihilil\-' of death-related :lmug'hl.\‘ (tln; number of death-related words a person produces
MISRED “in.i:;l}j in a \ﬁ)l'dﬂm'lph’linu task; l\:lfklllif]{'("l' & Florian, 2000: Mikulincer, Florian, Birnbaum,
;:T?T;zn- }lt n.\'(l-l: & Malishkevich, 2002). Attachment-anxious individuals we
dSh—

re found to intensify death

concerns and keep de ing memory. That is, attach-

ath-related !hnngllls active in work

e SeHATATGH ment anxiety was associated with heightened fear of death at hoth conscious and uncon-
TS“_.; - ‘_",";l,,’l.'“ scious levels, and with heightened accessibility of death-related thoughts even when no
I“I“:“ t::[lqu\\-i:;g' [fL‘flfh reminder was [1‘['(‘.:?15']". Avoidant individuals’ sup;.)rcssi:.m of ({c}ltll‘ concerns was
ontrast, attach- inferred from a dissociation hv[u'wn_llwir conscious claimsg a'nd unconscious d;f.'nunur:s:
yaration-related Avoidance was “(‘IE"t’ff_fU low levels of St.‘l'l—l‘t'!]-:)r“lt‘.([ dt.‘{i[]'l anxiety but also to heightened
1l! yression task death-related Cfmlcnf M responses (o g projective TAT nmeasure,
:]”il FasaREice A related line of research examined altachment-style differences in the way people
er, 2005) shows manage the anxiety evoked by death reminders, In a study by Mikulincer and Florian
hI'-'li-Il Sctivation (2000), secure people reacted (o mortality salience with heightened thoughts of Sym-
_\_;_R and when bolic immortality—a transformational, constructive Strategy that, while not solving the
.-N‘u.:ln‘mt'.l unsolvable problem of death, leads 2 PETson to invest in his or her children’s care and (o
.‘ replicated and engage in creative, growth-oriented activities whose products will live on after the per-
”'(}“lm._“.mli“g son dies. S(?{_'lll.'t" [}.{.'(’[‘}I(’"II:I\'{’ ;I].\'(" I)(__'l’l] l'num.I u.) react to mm'tuiil_\'. salience x?'i[.h a
[I'.l painful sepa- helghtcncd (!e:s_u‘c f!)t-' III‘I_IIH;I(‘_\' l(l\lll-;.’u‘hm‘('r & I'lm‘mn‘, .‘2‘{.?{)0) and a J_l('l;__gihlcnvd wﬂlmg-
’I"““‘“ thoughts b eSS [0 engage in social tieraction (Taubman Ben-Arj, Findler, & Mikulincer- 2002). In

ssible, and their 4

nore accessible.

contrast, people with an anxious or avoidant attachment style reacte

and punishmen;s of moral transgressors (Mikulincer &
insecure people relied on what (h‘conh('rg, Pyszczynski.
"f‘uhlir:l“_\' derived (lcl‘%‘:]svs"—ﬁldlu‘r{'u(‘t 1o a cultural world
view and defensive enhancement of self-esteem. Fou anxious individuals, azdhvring to a
shared cultura] world view may be a way to gain greater love and
&S of their group. For avoidant persons, the major issues are
tol, which benefit from the

Goldenberg, 2005).
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anger experiences were quite different and were characterized by negative expectations
concerning their partner’s responses during anger episodes, reacting with angry and
hostile feelings toward the partner even when there were no clear cues about the part
ner’s hostile intentions, being prone to intense anger, experiencing uncontrollable feel
ings of anger, and ruminating excessively on these feelings.

Avoidant people’s deactivating strategies resulted in what Mikulincer (1998h)
called “dissociated anger.” Although avoidant individuals did not report intense anger,
they exhibited heightened hostility and physiological arousal. They also attributed hos-
tility to their partner even when there were clear contextual cues concerning the part-
ner's nonhostile intent, and they used distancing strategies for coping with anger rather
than using anger constructively to repair or improve the relationship.

Insecure people’s reports of anger proneness and hostility have been documented
in other studies as well (c.g., Kobak & Seceery, 1988; Muris, Meesters, Morren, &
Moorman, 2004; Troisi & D'Argenio, 2004). For example, Kobak and Sceery (1988)
found that insecure attachment, as assessed by the AAL was associated with greater hos-
tility toward friends (which was easily noticed by the friends). Using self-report attach-
ment scales, Woike, Osier, and Candela (1996) found that attachment anxiety was asso-
ciated with writing more violent and hostile stories in response o projective TAT
cards. Attachment anxiety has also been associated with relationship violence (e.g.,
Jartholomew & Allison, 2006).

Observational studies of anger in actual social interactions also provide evidence
concerning the dysfunctional nature of insecure people’s anger. Two studies exam-
ined anger reactions during conflicts in which partners were asked to identify an
unresolved problem in thei relationship and discuss and try o resolve it (Kobak et
al, 1993; Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996). Whereas Kobak et al. (1993) assessed
attachment patterns with the AAI and focused on interactions between teens and
their mothers, Simpson et al. (1996) used a self-report attachment scale and focused
on mteractions between romantic partners. Despite these differences in assessment
methods and types of relationships, both studies revealed that attachment insecurity,
especially attachment anxiety, disrupts emotional equilibrium during interpersonal
conflicts and elicits anger toward one's relationship partner. In the Kobak et al.
(1993) study, insecure teens displayed more dysfunctional anger and less cooperative
and problem=solving dialogue with their mothers. In Simpson et all’s (1996) study,
attachment anxiety was associated with displays and reports of anger and hostility
during the conversation.

Other studies examined anger reactions while participants performed a frustrat-
ing, difficult cognitive task alone or with the help of a friend (Zimmermann, Maier,
Winter, & Grossmann, 2001). Findings revealed that securely attached adolescents (as
assessed by the AAT) displayed functional anger during the cognitive task; that is, their
sell-reported anger was associated with better task performance. In contrast, insecure
adolescents displayed dysfunctional anger, including more dis uptive behavior toward
their friend (e.g., rejecting the friend’s suggestions) and poorer task performance. In
other words, insecure |:{'ni)|l'.\\: anger seemed (o (Ii\li]lll both their social interactions
and their ability to solve problems.

Rholes, Simpson, and Orina (1999) examined overt manifestations ol anger among
support seckers and support providers in an anxicty-provoking situation. Women were

told they would engage in an anxiety-provoking activity and were asked to wail with
their dating partner for the activity to begin., During this 5-minute stressful waiting
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period, the reactions of the Support seekers (women) and support providers (men) were
unobtrusively videotaped. Each couple was then told tha the woman would not have 1o
endure the stressful activity after all, and each couple was unobtrusively videotaped

during a 5-minute "r(‘r:n't-l'_\'" period. The \'i(i(-nl;ipcs documented the dysfunctional
nature of insecyre participants’ ange) during both “stress™ and “recovery”
the stress period, women's avoidance wag
their partner, and this w
tressed and received relat

periads. In
associated with more intense anger toward
as |);‘u'liﬂl|;u'l_\' common when the woman was especially dis-
ively little support from her partner. In addition, men's

avoid-
ance was associated with more intense anger, and (his w

as p;u'lit'ul;u!_'.' common if their
d. In the recovery period, women’s attachment anxiety was
associated with more intense anger toward their partners
if they were more upset during the stre
partner.

partner was more f“.‘ill'(’.‘i.\'(_‘

» and this was particularly true
s period or had sought more support from a

These findings tmply that avoidant men’s lack of confidence in their ability to care
for and support a distressed partmer might have elicited greater anger toward her. More.
over, avoidant women's Jack of confidence in their partner’s support might have cause
them to become more disappointed and angry while seeking support. A nxious women's
lack of confidence in their partner’s Support seemed to elicip anger only after the threat
had been lifted and SUpport was no longer needed. Thus, anxious' women strong need
for support and reassurance might counteract or lead to suppression of their angry feel-
ings during Support seeking. However, these feelings resurface once “support secking”
ends, which illustrates the way h_\']1(‘1';1('[£\';![ing strategies tend o perpetuate distress-
related feelings. (Interestingly, this is the same kind of behavior
infants after they reunite with their mother follo
first documented by Ainsworth et al,, 1978.)

exhibited by anxious
wing a I;lf'ml'ah_:l'_\' separation period, as

The Experience of Jealousy
Adult attachmen; studies have also examined associations between attachment strate-
gies and romantic jealousy. In general, more secure people tend (o report mild emo-
fewer interfering thoughts and worries in
and greater use of constructive coping strategies,
openly discussing feelings and concerns with the partner anc attempting to put the rela-
tionship back on 2 better course (Guerrero, 1998: Leak, Gardner, & Parsons, 1998:
Sharpsteen &- Kirkpatrick, 1997),

;\iI;1(’1mlvut—;-m_\;ious people tend 1o expe

tional reactions to [L-.'iImm'—cfiiciting events,
fesponse to these events, such as

I'i('ll(‘('_ji_‘ili(IllH_\' In intense and dysfunction-
al ways, allowing it 10 ignite other negative emotions,

cesses, and erode |'<?!;tlinn.~ahi]| quality. Specifically.
guilt, shame, sadness, and

overwhelm their thought Pro-
anxious people experience fear.
anger dur'ing_jc:l!uns_\'-{-]irilmg events; report high levels of
Suspicion and worries during these events; and cope with them by expressing hostility
toward (he partner and engaging in more surveillance (muag
((luerrem,_ 1998: Sharpsteen & Kirkpatrick, 1997),

Avoidant individuals. like their secure counterparts, do noi
eliciting episodes with strong negative emotions or ¢
are the Jeag likely 1o engag g -I;nicmshi]; quality
.{('hlcrl'ﬁ‘u. 1998). Instead, they preler to avoid (Iisrnssing the problem and overlook the
.]t‘alons_\'-clic_‘.iiing event. This
gies and s likely to cont

e-guarding) behaviors
react o jealousy-
lisrupted cognition. However:, they

e in (‘l’billg efforts aimed at restoring re

pattern of responses is an example

of c'l:-;u;|i\'.'uing' strate-
ribute to l't‘i;'llinnship cooling and dissolution.
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Cognitive Access and the Architecture of Emotional Experiences

Several studies have examined attachmentstyle differences in people’s access g
emotion-relevant information and the organization of this information in associative
memory networks, In an experimental study of emotional memories, Mikulincer and
Orbach (1995) asked participants to recall early experiences of anger, sadness, anxiety,
or happiness, and memory retrieval time was used as a measure of cognitive accessibil-
ity. Participants also rated the intensity of focal and associated emotions in each
recalled event. Avoidant people exhibited the poorest access (longest recall latencies) 1o
sad and anxious memories, anxious people had the quickest access to such memories,
and secure people fell in between. In the emotion-rating task, avoidant individuals
rated focal emotions (e.g., sadness when retrieving a sad memory) and nonfocal emo-
tions (e.g., anger when retrieving a sad memory) as less intense than secure individuals,
whereas anxious individuals reported experiencing very intense focal and nonfocal
emotions when asked o remember examples ol anxiety, sadness, and anger. In other
words, anxious people exhibited their usual rapid and extensive spread ol activation
among negative memories, whereas avoidant people had trouble accessing negative
memories and seemed to report fairly shallow memories when they reported any at all.

Avoidant people's poor access to emotions is also evident in studies examining the
coherence between conscious Sc’lf'-l't‘}_n irts of emotional experience and less conscious,
more automatic expressions of these experiences. (We assume that higher concordance
between these measures indicates better mental access to emotional experiences), For
example, Dozier and Kobak (1992) examined access to emotions during the AAT and
found that avoidant people expressed few negative feclings during the interview but
showed high levels of physiological arousal (heightened electrodermal activity) while
speaking about their relationships with parents. Spangler and Zimmerman (1999) exam-
ined attachment-style differences (based on the AAI) in reactions to emotional film
scenes and found that avoidant people, as compared with secure ones, evinced a greater
discrepancy between their ratings of the emotional quality ol the scenes and their mim-
icry responses (0 these scenes (measured with electromyography of the smile and frown
muscles). Specifically, the frown muscles of avoidant people, which are usually inter-
preted as indicating negative emotions, were consistently activated at a low level regard-
less of the emotional quality of the scene. Zimmerman et al. (2001) extended these
[indings to the experience of anger and sadness during a problem-solving task. In that
study, avoidant people (identified with the AAT) were characterized by a greater dis-
crepancy (than seen in secure people) between self-reports and facial expressions of
anger and sadness.

In examining the decoding of emotional stimuli, Niedenthal, Brauer, Robin, and
Innes-Ker (2002) asked people to watch computerized videos in which a face that ini-
tially displayed a particular emotional expression gradually changed to a different
expression, and to stop the display at the point at which the initial expression disap-
peared from the face. Fearfully avoidant individuals (those scoring high on both avoid-
ance and anxiety) thought they saw the offset of happy and angry facial expressions ear-
lier than did secure individuals, suggesting a tendency to minimize the encoding of
emotion-relevant  information and rapidly distance from it. In contrast, mxiously
attached individuals saw the olfset of these expressions later than secure il!t|i\'iill_1'd|5=
suggesting a tendency to maintain the encoding of emotional stimuli for a longer time.
[nterestingly, the addition of a distress-eliciting condition led fearfully avoidant IJL‘“[_)[e
to react like anxious ones, suggesting that distress arousal might have interfered with

their ability to distance themselves from emotional stimuli.
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Summary

Research i‘imliugs reported to date provide a rich picture of
ences in emotion regulation. Secure
downregulate threat-re]
mainly on the e

attachment-related differ-
and avoidant people attempt 1o manage and
ated emotions. However, whereas security-based strategies act
motion-generation end of the emotion process, using what Gross ( 1999)
nt-focused emotion regulation, and on in('u-;lsing the likelihood that
emotions will haye tonstructive, functional effects, avoidant strategies
emotion experience and expression end of (he process
mental access to emotions, g process Gross (1999) call
ulation. In a third dpproach to emotion regul
activating strategies, actually inl(‘uxil‘_\'
all components of the emotion proces

called antecede

act mainly on the
and therefore tend to block
ed response-focused emotion reg-
ation, anxious individuals, using hyper-
and perpetuate negs

wive emotions by acting on
5.

CONCIUSIONS
In summarizing recent research on adult attachment patterns and their implications for
emotion regulation, we haye shown that attachmeng Security is associated with apprais-
als and regulation efforts that are compatible with a balanced. open mind, generally
low levels of stress and distress, and constructive approaches to r-cl;uiunship mainte-
nance. The two major dimensions of insecure attachment are associated with organized
strategies for dealing with painful experiences in previous attachment r«.'I;l!im]sIﬁps.
Avoidance and attachment-system deactivation are reactions to Important relation-
ships in which attachment figures, often beginning with one or both parents, reacted
negatively to expressions of need, \'u[nt'r;ll)ilil._\', and negative emotions. To cope with
that powerfully painfu] relationship infly learned to down-

play threats (i.e. suppress or deny feelings of
as superior, autonomous, and
‘ep them from reacting to rel
, and denigration or from I)tmx!ing‘ their
threats and :'{-latirmship losses by
and other people’s weaknesses.
Attachment anxiety and ag
tant rvlellinnships in which art 1 I)t'.gillning with one or both par-
ents, reacted i1u‘m;sisicn£l)‘ to a person’s expressions of need,
tive emotions, sometimes rewarding them but aq other

them, This caregiver regimen causes

and expressions ol need,
Sometimes do capture
alienage 4 person fro
xactly whay the

€nce, avoidan| people have
s Iry not to appraise events as rlu'czslvniug).
vulnerability and negative emotions, and view themselves
properly unemotional, This does not ke
with frustration. hnsl.iiily
the face of mortality
their own strengths

ationship partners
own self-esteem in
focusing (iispn:pnrlimuuvly on
achment-system hyperactivation are reactions to impor-
achment figures, ofte
\'ulnm'uhilit_\-: and nega-
times frustrating or ignoring
4 person to believe that constant vigilance, worry,
\'nluur;tl_)ilily. and retaliatory anger pay off, because they
a 1'(-'l:|limmhi|) partner’s attention, Unfortunately, they can also
m initially favorable and loving relat lonship partners and produce
anxious person does not want: rejection and abandonment. Thus, what
gan as g Tesponse to a partial reinforcemeny schedule of
What became 4 patiern of noisy neg
or her €xpectations and worst fears

These different patterns of emotion
Temarkable variety
n_iques. The :

attention and support, and
ativity, seems to the anxious person (o confirm his

and defense have been documented in a
of studies using experimental, interview, anc observational tech-
Y are now being illuminated further by neuroscientific studies. They pro-
e Strong Specific support for Bowlby and Ainsworth's attachment thes wy and its
EXtension into the realm of adult rela ionships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003). as well as
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more general support for the once-discredited psychodynamic approach to personaliry
(Shaver & Mikulincer, 2005). Rescarch based on attachment theory also suggests theyy
peutic methods for dystunctional emotion regulation. Furthes development and assess

ment ol these methods will contribute to improved lives and relationships,
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