
Attachment in adults

Attachment in adults deals with the theory of at-
tachment in adult relationships including friendships,
emotional affairs, adult romantic relationships and in
some cases inanimate objects known as “transitional
objects.”[1]

Attachment theory, initially studied in the 1960s and
1970s primarily in the context of children and parents,
was extended to adult relationships in the late 1980s.
Four main styles of attachment have been identified in
adults:

• secure

• anxious–preoccupied

• dismissive–avoidant

• fearful–avoidant

Investigators have explored the organization and the sta-
bility of mental working models that underlie these at-
tachment styles. They have also explored how attachment
impacts relationship outcomes and how attachment func-
tions in relationship dynamics.

1 Extending attachment theory

Mary Ainsworth and John Bowlby founded modern at-
tachment theory on studies of children and their care-
givers. Children and caregivers remained the primary fo-
cus of attachment theory for many years. Then, in the
late 1980s, Cindy Hazan and Phillip Shaver applied at-
tachment theory to adult relationships.[2][3][4] Hazan and
Shaver noticed that interactions between adults shared
similarities to interactions between children and care-
givers. For example, romantic partners desire to be close
to one another. Adults feel comforted when their attach-
ments are present and anxious or lonely when they are
absent. Romantic relationships, for example, serve as a
secure base that help people face the surprises, opportu-
nities, and challenges life presents. Similarities such as
these led Hazan and Shaver to extend attachment theory
to adult relationships.
Of course, relationships between adults differ in many
ways from relationships between children and caregivers.
The claim is not that these two kinds of relationships are
identical. The claim is that the core principles of attach-
ment theory apply to both kinds of relationships.

Investigators tend to describe the core principles of at-
tachment theory in light of their own theoretical inter-
ests. Their descriptions seem quite different on a superfi-
cial level. For example, Fraley and Shaver[5] describe the
“central propositions” of attachment in adults as follows:

• The emotional and behavioral dynamics of infant–
caregiver relationships and adult relationships are
governed by the same biological system.

• The kinds of individual differences observed in
infant–caregiver relationships are similar to the ones
observed in various close adult relationships.

• Individual differences in adult attachment behavior
are reflections of the expectations and beliefs people
have formed about themselves and their close rela-
tionships on the basis of their attachment histories;
these “working models” are relatively stable and, as
such, may be reflections of early caregiving experi-
ences.

• Romantic love, as commonly conceived, involves the
interplay of attachment, caregiving and intimacy.

Compare this to the five “core propositions” of attach-
ment theory listed by Rholes and Simpson:[6]

• Although the basic impetus for the formation of at-
tachment relationships is provided by biological fac-
tors, the bonds that children form with their care-
givers are shaped by interpersonal experience.

• Experiences in earlier relationships create internal
working models and attachment styles that system-
atically affect attachment relationships.

• The attachment orientations of adult caregivers in-
fluence the attachment bond their children have with
them.

• Working models and attachment orientations are
relatively stable over time, but they are not imper-
vious to change.

• Some forms of psychological maladjustment and
clinical disorders are attributable in part to the ef-
fects of insecure working models and attachment
styles.

While these two lists clearly reflect the theoretical inter-
ests of the investigators who created them, a closer look
reveals a number of shared themes. The shared themes
claim that:
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• People are biologically driven to form attachments
with others, but the process of forming attachments
is influenced by learning experiences.

• Individuals form different kinds of attachments de-
pending on the expectations and beliefs they have
about their relationships. These expectations and
beliefs constitute internal “working models” used to
guide relationship behaviors.

• Internal “working models” are relatively stable even
though they can be influenced by experience.

• Individual differences in attachment can contribute
positively or negatively to mental health and to the
quality of relationships with others.

No doubt these themes could be described in a variety
of ways (and other themes added to the list). Regardless
of how one describes the core principles of attachment
theory, the key insight is that the same principles of at-
tachment apply to close relationships throughout the lifes-
pan. The principles of attachment between children and
caregivers are fundamentally the same as the principles
of attachment between adults.

2 Styles

Adults have 4 attachment styles: secure, anxious–
preoccupied, dismissive–avoidant, and fearful–avoidant.
The secure attachment style in adults corresponds to
the secure attachment style in children. The anxious–
preoccupied attachment style in adults corresponds to the
anxious–ambivalent attachment style in children. How-
ever, the dismissive–avoidant attachment style and the
fearful–avoidant attachment style, which are distinct in
adults, correspond to a single avoidant attachment style
in children. The descriptions of adult attachment styles
offered below are based on the relationship questionnaire
devised by Bartholomew and Horowitz[7] and on a review
of studies by Pietromonaco and Barrett.[8]

There are several attachment-based treatment approaches
that can be used with adults.[9] In addition, there is an ap-
proach to treating couples based on attachment theory.[10]

2.1 Secure

Securely attached people tend to agree with the following
statements: “It is relatively easy for me to become emo-
tionally close to others. I am comfortable depending on
others and having others depend on me. I don't worry
about being alone or others not accepting me.” This style
of attachment usually results from a history of warm and
responsive interactions with their attachments. Securely
attached people tend to have positive views of themselves
and their attachments. They also tend to have positive

views of their relationships. Often they report greater sat-
isfaction and adjustment in their relationships than people
with other attachment styles. Securely attached people
feel comfortable both with intimacy and with indepen-
dence. Many seek to balance intimacy and independence
in their relationship.
Secure attachment and adaptive functioning are pro-
moted by a caregiver who is emotionally available and
appropriately responsive to his or her child’s attachment
behavior, as well as capable of regulating both his or her
positive and negative emotions.[11]

2.2 Insecure

2.2.1 Anxious–preoccupied

People with anxious-preoccupied attachment type tend to
agree with the following statements: “I want to be com-
pletely emotionally intimate with others, but I often find
that others are reluctant to get as close as I would like”,
and “I am uncomfortable being without close relation-
ships, but I sometimes worry that others don't value me
as much as I value them.” People with this style of at-
tachment seek high levels of intimacy, approval, and re-
sponsiveness from their attachment figure. They some-
times value intimacy to such an extent that they become
overly dependent on the attachment figure. Compared to
securely attached people, people who are anxious or pre-
occupied with attachment tend to have less positive views
about themselves. They may feel a sense of anxiousness
that only recedes when in contact with the attachment fig-
ure. They often doubt their worth as a person and blame
themselves for the attachment figure’s lack of responsive-
ness. People who are anxious or preoccupied with attach-
ment may exhibit high levels of emotional expressiveness,
emotional dysregulation (ED), worry, and impulsiveness
in their relationships.

2.2.2 Dismissive–avoidant

People with a dismissive style of avoidant attachment tend
to agree with these statements: “I am comfortable without
close emotional relationships”, “It is important to me to
feel independent and self-sufficient”, and “I prefer not to
depend on others or have others depend on me.” People
with this attachment style desire a high level of indepen-
dence. The desire for independence often appears as an
attempt to avoid attachment altogether. They view them-
selves as self-sufficient and invulnerable to feelings asso-
ciated with being closely attached to others. They often
deny needing close relationships. Some may even view
close relationships as relatively unimportant. Not surpris-
ingly, they seek less intimacy with attachments, whom
they often view less positively than they view themselves.
Investigators commonly note the defensive character of
this attachment style. People with a dismissive–avoidant
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attachment style tend to suppress and hide their feelings,
and they tend to deal with rejection by distancing them-
selves from the sources of rejection (e.g. their attach-
ments).

2.2.3 Fearful–avoidant

People with losses or other trauma, such as sexual abuse
in childhood and adolescence may often develop this type
of attachment[12] and tend to agree with the following
statements: “I am somewhat uncomfortable getting close
to others. I want emotionally close relationships, but I
find it difficult to trust others completely, or to depend
on them. I sometimes worry that I will be hurt if I allow
myself to become too close to others.”
People with this attachment style have mixed feelings
about close relationships. On the one hand, they desire to
have emotionally close relationships. On the other hand,
they tend to feel uncomfortable with emotional closeness.
These mixed feelings are combined with sometimes un-
conscious, negative views about themselves and their at-
tachments. They commonly view themselves as unwor-
thy of responsiveness from their attachments, and they
don't trust the intentions of their attachments. Similar to
the dismissive–avoidant attachment style, people with a
fearful–avoidant attachment style seek less intimacy from
attachments and frequently suppress and deny their feel-
ings. Because of this, they are much less comfortable ex-
pressing affection.

3 Working models

Bowlby observed that children learn from their interac-
tions with caregivers. Over the course of many interac-
tions, children form expectations about the accessibility
and helpfulness of their caregivers. These expectations
reflect children’s thoughts about themselves and about
their caregivers:

Confidence that an attachment figure is,
apart from being accessible, likely to be re-
sponsive can be seen to turn on at least two vari-
ables: (a) whether or not the attachment figure
is judged to be the sort of person who in gen-
eral responds to calls for support and protec-
tion; (b) whether or not the self is judged to be
the sort of person towards whom anyone, and
the attachment figure in particular, is likely to
respond in a helpful way. Logically, these vari-
ables are independent. In practice they are apt
to be confounded. As a result, the model of
the attachment figure and the model of the self
are likely to develop so as to be complemen-
tary and mutually confirming. (Bowlby, 1973,
p. 238)[13]

Children’s thoughts about their caregivers, together with
thoughts about how deserving they are themselves of
good care from their caregivers, form working models of
attachment. Working models help guide behavior by al-
lowing children to anticipate and plan for caregiver re-
sponses. Bowlby theorized that once formed, working
models remain relatively stable. Children usually inter-
pret experiences in the light of their working models,
rather than change their working models to fit new ex-
periences. However, when experiences cannot be inter-
preted in the light of their working models children may
then modify their working models.
When Hazen and Shaver extended attachment theory
to romantic relationships in adults, they also included
the idea of working models. Research into adult work-
ing models has focused on two issues. First, how are
the thoughts that form working models organized in the
mind? Second, how stable are working models across
time? These questions are briefly discussed below.

3.1 Organization of working models

Bartholomew and Horowitz have proposed that work-
ing models consist of two parts.[7] One part deals with
thoughts about the self. The other part deals with
thoughts about others. They further propose that a
person’s thoughts about self are generally positive or
generally negative. The same applies to a person’s
thoughts about others. In order to test these proposals,
Bartholomew and Horowitz have looked at the relation-
ship between attachment styles, self-esteem, and socia-
bility. The diagram below shows the relationships they
observed:
The secure and dismissive attachment styles are associ-
ated with higher self-esteem compared to the anxious and
fearful attachment styles. This corresponds to the dis-
tinction between positive and negative thoughts about the
self in working models. The secure and anxious attach-
ment styles are associated with higher sociability than the
dismissive or fearful attachment styles. This corresponds
to the distinction between positive and negative thoughts
about others in working models. These results suggested
working models indeed contain two distinct domains—
thoughts about self and thoughts about others—and that
each domain can be characterized as generally positive or
generally negative.
Baldwin and colleagues have applied the theory of rela-
tional schemas to working models of attachment. Rela-
tional schemas contain information about the way the at-
tachment figure regularly interact with each other.[14][15]
For each pattern of interaction that regularly occurs be-
tween partners, a relational schema is formed that con-
tains:

• information about the self

• information about the attachment
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• information about the way the interaction usually
unfolds.

For example, if a person regularly asks his or her partner
for a hug or kiss, and the partner regularly responds with
a hug or kiss, the person forms a relational schema repre-
senting the predictable interaction. The schema contains
information about the self (e.g., “I need lots of physical
affection”). It also contains information about the part-
ner (e.g., “My partner is an affectionate person”). And it
contains information about the way the interaction usually
unfolds, which can be summarized by an if–then state-
ment (e.g., "If I ask my partner for a hug or kiss, thenmy
partner will respond with a hug or kiss and comfort me”).
Relational schemas help guide behavior in relationships
by allowing people to anticipate and plan for partner re-
sponses.
Baldwin and colleagues have proposed that workingmod-
els of attachment are composed of relational schemas.
The fact that relational schemas contain information
about the self and information about others is consis-
tent with previous conceptions of working models. The
unique contribution of relational schemas to working
models is the information about the way interactions with
attachments usually unfold. Relational schemas add the
if–then statements about interactions to working models.
To demonstrate that working models are organized as re-
lational schemas, Baldwin and colleagues created a set of
written scenarios that described interactions dealing with
trust, dependency and closeness.[16] For example, the sce-
narios for closeness included:

• You want to spend more time with your attachment.

• You reach out to hug or kiss your partner.

• You tell your attachment how deeply you feel for
him or her.

Following each scenario, people were presented with two
options about how their attachments might respond. One
option was “he/she accepts you.” The other option was
“he/she rejects you.” People were asked to rate the like-
lihood of each response on a seven-point scale. Ratings
of likely attachment responses corresponded to people’s
attachment styles. People with secure attachment styles
were more likely to expect accepting responses from their
attachments. Their relational schema for the third close-
ness scenario would be, "If I tell my partner how deeply I
feel for him or her, thenmy partner will accept me.” Peo-
ple with other attachment styles were less likely to expect
accepting responses from their attachments. Their rela-
tional schema for the third closeness scenario would be,
"If I tell my partner how deeply I feel for him or her,
thenmy attachment will reject me.” Differences in attach-
ment styles reflected differences in relational schemas.
Relational schemas may therefore be used to understand
the organization of working models of attachment, as has
been demonstrated in subsequent studies.[17][18][19]

The relational schemas involved in working models are
likely organized into a hierarchy. According to Baldwin:

A person may have a general working
model of relationships, for instance, to the ef-
fect that others tend to be only partially and
unpredictably responsive to one’s needs. At a
more specific level, this expectation will take
different forms when considering different role
relationships, such as customer or romantic
partner. Within romantic relationships, expec-
tations might then vary significantly depending
on the specific attachment, or the specific sit-
uation, or the specific needs being expressed.
(Baldwin, 1992, p. 429).[14]

The highest level of the hierarchy contains very general
relational schemas that apply to all relationships. The
next level of the hierarchy contains relational schemas
that apply to particular kinds of relationships. The lowest
level of the hierarchy contains relationship schemas that
apply to specific relationships.
In fact, several theorists have proposed a hierar-
chical organization of working models.[20][21][22][23][24]
Pietromonaco and Barrett note:

From this perspective, people do not hold
a single set of working models of the self and
others; rather, they hold a family of models
that include, at higher levels, abstract rules
or assumptions about attachment relationships
and, at lower levels, information about specific
relationships and events within relationships.
These ideas also imply that working models
are not a single entity but are multifaceted rep-
resentations in which information at one level
need not be consistent with information at an-
other level. (Pietromonaco & Barrett, 2000,
page 159)[25]

Every hierarchy for working models includes both gen-
eral working models (higher in the hierarchy) and
relationship-specific working models (lower in the hier-
archy). Studies have supported the existence of both
general working models and relationship-specific work-
ing models. People can report a general attachment
style when asked to do so, and the majority of their re-
lationships are consistent with their general attachment
style.[18] A general attachment style indicates a general
working model that applies to many relationships. Yet,
people also report different styles of attachments to their
friends, parents and lovers.[26][27] Relationship-specific
attachment styles indicate relationship-specific working
models. Evidence that general working models and
relationship-specific working models are organized into
a hierarchy comes from a study by Overall, Fletcher and
Friesen.[28]
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In summary, the mental working models that underlie at-
tachment styles appear to contain information about self
and information about others organized into relational
schemas. The relational schemas are themselves orga-
nized into a three-tier hierarchy. The highest level of
the hierarchy contains relational schemas for a general
working model that applies to all relationships. The mid-
dle level of the hierarchy contains relational schemas for
working models that apply to different types of relation-
ships (e.g., friends, parents, lovers). The lowest level
of the hierarchy contains relational schemas for working
models of specific relationships.

3.2 Stability of working models

Investigators study the stability of working models by
looking at the stability of attachment styles. Attachment
styles reflect the thoughts and expectations that constitute
working models. Changes in attachment styles therefore
indicate changes in working models.
Around 70–80% of people experience no significant
changes in attachment styles over time.[17][29][30][31][32]
The fact that attachment styles do not change for a ma-
jority of people indicates working models are relatively
stable. Yet, around 20–30% of people do experience
changes in attachment styles. These changes can occur
over periods of weeks or months. The number of peo-
ple who experience changes in attachment styles, and the
short periods over which the changes occur, suggest work-
ing models are not rigid personality traits.
Why attachment styles change is not well-understood.
Waters, Weinfield and Hamilton propose that nega-
tive life experiences often cause changes in attachment
styles.[33] Their proposal is supported by evidence that
people who experience negative life events also tend to
experience changes in attachment styles.[29][34][35] Davila,
Karney and Bradbury have identified four sets of factors
that might cause changes in attachment styles: (a) situa-
tional events and circumstances, (b) changes in relational
schemas, (c) personality variables, and (d) combinations
of personality variables and situational events.[36] They
conducted a study to see which set of factors best ex-
plained changes in attachment styles. Interestingly, the
study found that all four sets of factors cause changes in
attachment styles. Changes in attachment styles are com-
plex and depend on multiple factors.

4 Relationship outcomes

Adult relationships vary in their outcomes. The partici-
pants of some relationships express more satisfaction than
the participants of other relationships. The participants
of some relationships stay together longer than the part-
ners of other relationships. Does attachment influence the
satisfaction and duration of relationships?

4.1 Satisfaction

Several studies have linked attachment styles to rela-
tionship satisfaction. People who have secure attach-
ment styles usually express greater satisfaction with their
relationships than people who have other attachment
styles.[37][38][39][40][41][42][43][44][45]

Although the link between attachment styles and mari-
tal satisfaction has been firmly established, the mecha-
nisms by which attachment styles influence marital sat-
isfaction remain poorly understood. One mechanism
may be communication. Secure attachment styles may
lead to more constructive communication and more
intimate self-disclosures, which in turn increase rela-
tionship satisfaction.[38][46] Other mechanisms by which
attachment styles may influence relationship satisfac-
tion include emotional expressiveness,[47][48] strategies
for coping with conflict,[42] and perceived support from
partners.[43][49] Further studies are needed to better un-
derstand how attachment styles influence relationship sat-
isfaction.

4.2 Duration

Some studies suggest people with secure attachment
styles have longer-lasting relationships.[50][51] This may
be partly due to commitment. People with secure attach-
ment styles tend to express more commitment to their
relationships. People with secure attachment styles also
tend to be more satisfied with their relationships, which
may encourage them to stay in their relationships longer.
However, secure attachment styles are by no means a
guarantee of long-lasting relationships.
Nor are secure attachment styles the only attachment
styles associated with stable relationships. People with
anxious–preoccupied attachment styles often find them-
selves in long-lasting, but unhappy, relationships.[52][53]
Anxious–preoccupied attachment styles often involve
anxiety about being abandoned and doubts about one’s
worth as a relationship . These kinds of feelings and
thoughts may lead people to stay in unhappy relationships.

5 Relationship dynamics

Attachment plays a role in the way actors interact with
one another. A few examples include the role of at-
tachment in affect regulation, support, intimacy, and
jealousy. These examples are briefly discussed below.
Attachment also plays a role in many interactions not dis-
cussed in this article, such as conflict, communication and
sexuality.[54][55][56]
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5.1 Affect regulation

Bowlby, in studies with children, observed that certain
kinds of events trigger anxiety, and that people try to re-
lieve their anxiety by seeking closeness and comfort from
caregivers.[57] Three main sets of conditions trigger anx-
iety in children:

• Conditions of the child (fatigue, hunger, illness,
pain, cold, etc.)

• Conditions involving the caregiver (caregiver ab-
sent, caregiver departing, caregiver discouraging
of proximity, caregiver giving attention to another
child, etc.)

• Conditions of the environment (alarming events,
criticism or rejection by others)

The anxiety triggered by these conditions motivates the
individuals to engage in behaviors that bring them phys-
ically closer to caregivers. A similar dynamic occurs
in adults in relationships where others care about them.
Conditions involving personal well-being, conditions in-
volving a relationship partner, and conditions involving
the environment can trigger anxiety in adults. Adults try
to alleviate their anxiety by seeking physical and psycho-
logical closeness to their partners.
Mikulincer, Shaver and Pereg have developed a model
for this dynamic.[58] According to the model, when peo-
ple experience anxiety, they try to reduce their anxiety
by seeking closeness with relationship partners. How-
ever, the partners may accept or reject requests for greater
closeness. This leads people to adopt different strategies
for reducing anxiety. People engage in three main strate-
gies to reduce anxiety.
The first strategy is called the security-based strategy.
The diagram below shows the sequence of events in the
security-based strategy.
A person perceives something that provokes anxiety. The
person tries to reduce the anxiety by seeking physical or
psychological closeness to her or his attachment. The at-
tachment responds positively to the request for closeness,
which reaffirms a sense of security and reduces anxiety.
The person returns to her or his everyday activities.
The second strategy is called the hyperactivation, or anx-
iety attachment, strategy. The diagram below shows the
sequence of events in the hyperactivation strategy.
The events begin the same way. Something provokes
anxiety in a person, who then tries to reduce anxiety by
seeking physical or psychological closeness to their at-
tachment. The attachment rebuffs the request for greater
closeness. The lack of responsiveness increases feelings
of insecurity and anxiety. The person then gets locked
into a cycle with the attachment: the person tries to
get closer, the attachment rejects the request for greater
closeness, which leads the person to try even harder to

Security-based strategy of affect regulation.

Hyperactivation strategy of affect regulation.

get closer, followed by another rejection from the attach-
ment, and so on. The cycle ends only when the situa-
tion shifts to a security-based strategy (because the at-
tachment finally responds positively) or when the person
switches to an attachment avoidant strategy (because the
person gives up on getting a positive response from the
attachment).
The third strategy is called the attachment avoidance
strategy. The following diagram shows the sequence of
events in the attachment avoidance strategy.
The events begin the sameway as the security-based strat-
egy. A person perceives something that triggers anxiety,
and the person tries to reduce anxiety by seeking physical
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Attachment avoidance strategy of affect regulation.

or psychological closeness to her or his attachment. But
the attachment is either unavailable or rebuffs the request
for closeness. The lack of responsiveness fuels insecurity
and heightens anxiety. The person gives up on getting
a positive response from the attachment, suppresses her
or his anxiety, and distances herself or himself from the
attachment.
Mikulincer, Shaver, and Pereg contend these strate-
gies of regulating attachment anxiety have very differ-
ent consequences.[58] The security-based strategy leads to
more positive thoughts, such as more positive explana-
tions of why others behave in a particular way and more
positive memories about people and events. More pos-
itive thoughts can encourage more creative responses to
difficult problems or distressing situations. The hyperac-
tivation and attachment avoidance strategies lead to more
negative thoughts and less creativity in handling problems
and stressful situations. It is notable that the security-
based strategy is contingent on a positive response from
their attachment. From this perspective, it would benefit
people to have attachments who are willing and able to
respond positively to the person’s request for closeness,
so that they can use security-based strategies for dealing
with their anxiety.

5.2 Support

People feel less anxious when close to their attachments
because their attachments can provide support during dif-
ficult situations. Support includes the comfort, assistance,
and information people receive from their attachments.

Attachment influences both the perception of support
from others and the tendency to seek support from others.
People who have attachments who respond consistently
and positively to requests for closeness allow individu-
als to have secure attachments, and in return they seek
more support, in a generally relaxed way, while people
whose attachments are inconsistent in reacting positively
or regularly reject requests for support find they need to
use other attachment styles.[59][60][61][62] People with se-
cure attachment styles may trust their attachments to pro-
vide support because their attachments have reliably of-
fered support in the past. They may be more likely to
ask for support when it’s needed. People with insecure
attachment styles often do not have a history of support-
ive responses from their attachments. They may rely less
on their attachments and be less likely to ask for support
when it’s needed, though there may be other factors in-
volved, as well.
Changes in the way people perceive attachment tend to
occur with changes in the way people perceive support.
One study looked at college students’ perceptions of at-
tachment to their mothers, fathers, same-sex friends, and
opposite-sex friends[63] and found that when students re-
ported changes in attachment for a particular relationship,
they usually reported changes in support for that relation-
ship as well. Changes in attachment for one relationship
did not affect the perception of support in other rela-
tionships. The link between changes in attachment and
changes in support was relationship-specific.

5.3 Intimacy

Attachment theory has always recognized the importance
of intimacy. Bowlby writes:

Attachment theory regards the propensity
to make intimate emotional bonds to particu-
lar individuals as a basic component of human
nature, already present in germinal form in the
neonate and continuing through adult life into
old age. (Bowlby, 1988, pp. 120–121)[64]

The desire for intimacy has biological roots and, in the
great majority of people, persists from birth until death.
The desire for intimacy also has important implications
for attachment. Relationships that frequently satisfy the
desire for intimacy lead to more secure attachments. Re-
lationships that rarely satisfy the desire for intimacy lead
to less secure attachments.
Collins and Feeney have examined the relationship be-
tween attachment and intimacy in detail.[65] They define
intimacy as a special set of interactions in which a per-
son discloses something important about himself or her-
self, and their attachment responds to the disclosure in a
way that makes the person feel validated, understood, and
cared for. These interactions usually involve verbal self-
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disclosure. However, intimate interactions can also in-
volve non-verbal forms of self-expression such as touch-
ing, hugging, kissing, and sexual behavior. From this per-
spective, intimacy requires the following:

• willingness to disclose one’s true thoughts, feelings,
wishes, and fears

• willingness to rely on an attachment for care and
emotional support

• willingness to engage in physical intimacy in the case
of romantic or potential romantic partners

Collins and Feeney review a number of studies show-
ing how each attachment style relates to the willingness
to self-disclose, the willingness to rely on partners, and
the willingness to engage in physical intimacy. The se-
cure attachment style is generally related to more self-
disclosure, more reliance on partners, and more physi-
cal intimacy than other attachment styles. However, the
amount of intimacy in a relationship can vary due to per-
sonality variables and situational circumstances, and so
each attachment style may function to adapt an individual
to the particular context of intimacy in which they live.
Mashek and Sherman report some interesting findings
on the desire for less closeness with partners.[66] Some-
times too much intimacy can be suffocating. People in
this situation desire less closeness with their partners.
On the one hand, the relationship between attachment
styles and desire for less closeness is predictable. Peo-
ple who have fearful–avoidant and anxious–preoccupied
attachment styles typically want greater closeness with
their partners. People who have dismissive–avoidant at-
tachment styles typically want less closeness with their
partners. On the other hand, the relatively large num-
bers of people who admit to wanting less closeness with
their partners (up to 57% in some studies) far outnum-
bers the people who have dismissive–avoidant attachment
styles. This suggests people who have secure, anxious–
preoccupied, or fearful–avoidant attachment styles some-
times seek less closeness with their partners. The desire
for less closeness is not determined by attachment styles
alone.

5.4 Jealousy

Main article: Jealousy

Jealousy refers to the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors
that occur when a person believes a valued relationship is
threatened by a rival. A jealous person experiences anx-
iety about maintaining support, intimacy, and other val-
ued qualities of her or his relationship. Given that attach-
ment relates to anxiety regulation, support, and intimacy,
as discussed above, it is not surprising that attachment
also relates to jealousy.

Bowlby observed that attachment behaviors in children
can be triggered by the presence of a rival:

In most young children the mere sight of
mother holding another baby in her arms is
enough to elicit strong attachment behaviour.
The older child insists on remaining close to
his mother, or on climbing on to her lap. Of-
ten he behaves as though he were a baby. It is
possible that this well-known behaviour is only
a special case of a child reacting to mother’s
lack of attention and lack of responsiveness to
him. The fact, however, that an older child of-
ten reacts in this way even when his mother
makes a point of being attentive and responsive
suggests that more is involved; and the pioneer
experiments of Levy (1937) also indicate that
the mere presence of a baby on mother’s lap
is sufficient to make an older child much more
clinging. (Bowlby, 1969/1982, page 260)[57]

When children see a rival contending for a caregiver’s at-
tention, the children try to get close to the caregiver and
capture the caregiver’s attention. Attempts to get close to
the caregiver and capture the caregiver’s attention indi-
cate the attachment system has been activated. But the
presence of a rival also provokes jealousy in children.
The jealousy provoked by a sibling rival has been de-
scribed in detail.[67] Recent studies have shown that a rival
can provoke jealousy at very young ages. The presence
of a rival can provoke jealousy in infants as young as six
months old.[68][69][70] Attachment and jealousy can both
be triggered in children by the presence of a rival.
Attachment and jealousy can be triggered by the same
perceptual cues in adults, too.[71] The absence of the at-
tachment can trigger both a need for close proximity and
jealousy when people believe the attachment is spending
time with a rival. The presence of a rival can also trigger
greater need for attachment and jealousy.
Differences in attachment styles influence both the fre-
quency and the pattern of jealous expressions. People
who have anxious–preoccupied or fearful–avoidant at-
tachment styles experience jealousy more often and view
rivals as more threatening than people who have secure
attachment styles.[71][72][73][74] People with different at-
tachment styles also express jealousy in different ways.
One study found that:

Securely attached participants felt anger
more intensely than other emotions and were
relatively more likely than other participants to
express it, especially toward their attachment.
And although anxious participants felt anger
relatively intensely, and were as likely as oth-
ers to express it through irritability, they were
relatively unlikely to actually confront their at-
tachment. This might be attributable to feel-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jealousy
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ings of inferiority and fear, which were espe-
cially characteristic of the anxiously attached
and which might be expected to inhibit di-
rect expressions of anger. Avoidants felt sad-
ness relatively more intensely than did secures
in both studies. Further, avoidants were rela-
tively more likely than others to work to main-
tain their self-esteem and, perhaps as a conse-
quence, relatively unlikely to be brought closer
to their attachment. (Sharpsteen & Kirk-
patrick, 1997, page 637)[71]

A subsequent study has confirmed that people with differ-
ent attachment styles experience and express jealousy in
qualitatively different ways.[73] Attachment thus plays an
important role in jealous interactions by influencing the
frequency and the manner in which attachments express
jealousy.

5.5 After love

After dissolution of important romantic relationships
people usually go through separation anxiety and griev-
ing. Grief is a very important process which leads to the
acceptance of loss and eventually usually allows the per-
son to move on. During this process people tend to use
different strategies to cope. Securely attached individu-
als tend to look for support, which is the most effective
coping strategy. Avoidantly attached individuals tend to
devalue the relationships and to withdraw. Anxiously at-
tached individuals are more likely to use emotionally fo-
cused coping strategies and pay more attention to the ex-
perienced distress (Pistole, 1996). After the end of the
relationships, securely attached individuals tend to have
less negative overall emotional experience than insecurely
attached individuals (Pistole, 1995).

5.6 Same-sex relationships

Ridge & Feeney (1998) have studied a group of gays and
lesbians in Australian universities. Results showed that
the frequency of attachment styles in the gay and lesbian
population was the same as in the heterosexual; at the
same time attachment styles have predicted relationship
variables in a similar way as in the heterosexual popula-
tion. However, gay and lesbian adult attachment styles
were not related to childhood experiences with parents.
Contradicting this last result, Robinson (1999) has found
that in the lesbian population there was a link between
attachment styles and early parenting. However, unlike
in heterosexual females, attachment style was related to
participant’s relationship with their fathers.

6 See also
• Counterdependency

• Emotionally focused therapy

• Jean Piaget

• Monogamy

• Pair bonding

• Term of endearment
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