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Attitudes toward Attachment

The concept of attitudes toward attachment represents a crucial intersection between social
psychology and developmental theory, offering profound insights into how individuals perceive,
anticipate, and interact within close relationships. These attitudes are not merely transient feelings,
but rather deeply ingrained cognitive and affective schemas derived from early relational
experiences, primarily with primary caregivers. Within the framework established by John Bowlby
and Mary Ainsworth, these attitudes manifest as the operational component of the individual's
Internal Working Models (IWMs). An IWM is a mental representation encompassing two core
dimensions: the self (am | worthy of love and care?) and others (are others available and
responsive?). Therefore, an individual's attitude toward attachment reflects their enduring
expectation regarding the availability of support, the trustworthiness of others, and their own
efficacy in navigating emotional distress and seeking proximity. These attitudes fundamentally
shape relationship choices, communication styles, conflict resolution strategies, and overall
relational satisfaction throughout the lifespan, underscoring their importance in personality
development and psychopathology.

These relational attitudes operate largely outside conscious awareness, influencing behavior
automatically, especially during moments of stress or perceived threat. When the attachment
system is activated--a biological mechanism designed to ensure survival and protection--the
established attitudes dictate the subsequent course of action. For instance, an attitude rooted in
secure attachment will lead to seeking comfort and collaboration, whereas an attitude rooted in
avoidant attachment will trigger self-reliant isolation and emotional suppression. Understanding
these diverse attitudes is essential because they are highly predictive of adult relationship quality
and parenting behavior, often leading to intergenerational transmission of attachment patterns.
Furthermore, the attitudes are dynamic, capable of modification through significant life
experiences, particularly corrective relational experiences in adulthood, emphasizing that while
early life lays the foundation, change remains possible.

The formal study of attachment attitudes moves beyond simple behavioral observation by seeking
to categorize the underlying emotional logic and narrative coherence an individual applies to their
relational history. This requires sophisticated assessment methods that tap into the
representational world, exploring how memories, feelings, and beliefs about past relationships are
organized and expressed. The prevailing attitude is often categorized along the axes of anxiety
(fear of abandonment or insufficient responsiveness) and avoidance (discomfort with intimacy and
reliance on self-sufficiency). The resulting four-category model--secure, preoccupied, dismissing,
and fearful-avoidant--provides a robust framework for classifying these core attitudes, each
associated with distinct emotional regulation strategies and interpersonal styles. It is through this
lens that researchers and clinicians analyze the enduring psychological dispositions that govern
our most intimate bonds.
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Theoretical Foundations of Attachment Attitudes

The theoretical grounding for attachment attitudes rests firmly in John Bowlby's ethological
theory, which posits that the human propensity to form strong emotional bonds is an evolutionary
adaptation promoting survival. Bowlby argued that infants develop predictable patterns of behavior
based on the consistency and sensitivity of their caregiver's responses. If the caregiver is
consistently available and responsive, the child develops an attitude that the world is safe and
others are reliable. Conversely, inconsistent or rejecting care leads to attitudes characterized by
uncertainty or defensiveness. This early interaction forms the basis for the Internal Working
Models, which are essentially the blueprints for all subsequent close relationships. These models
are not merely memories of past events but active, predictive structures that filter new experiences
and guide behavior, thereby solidifying the individual's core relational attitudes.

Mary Ainsworth's seminal work, particularly the Strange Situation Procedure (SSP), provided
the empirical validation necessary to delineate the patterns of attachment behaviors that
correspond to these underlying attitudes. Ainsworth identified distinct strategies infants employ
when faced with separation and reunion, which directly reflect their internalized attitudes regarding
the caregiver's availability. The securely attached infant holds an attitude of trust, confidently
exploring the environment knowing the secure base is available. The avoidant infant, facing a
history of rejection or emotional unavailability, adopts an attitude of hyper-independence,
minimizing emotional expression and proximity-seeking behavior. The ambivalent/resistant infant,
dealing with inconsistent care, develops an attitude of anxious uncertainty, maximizing attachment
behaviors to ensure a response. These observable infant behaviors are the precursors to the
complex cognitive and affective attitudes seen in adult attachment representations.

The conceptual shift from infant behavior to adult attitudes required recognizing that while
proximity-seeking behavior diminishes in adulthood, the underlying psychological mechanisms--the
IWMs--persist and govern adult relationships, manifesting as specific attitudes toward commitment,
vulnerability, and interdependence. Hazan and Shaver's application of attachment theory to adult
romantic relationships demonstrated the pervasive influence of these early formed attitudes. They
showed that adults organize their feelings about love, jealousy, and intimacy according to the same
fundamental patterns observed in infancy. The continuity of these attitudes suggests that they
possess a high degree of stability, acting as a foundational personality characteristic that directs
how relational information is processed, remembered, and acted upon across the lifespan,
influencing everything from partner selection to reactions to relational conflict.

Measurement and Assessment of Relational Attitudes

Assessing attitudes toward attachment requires methods that can penetrate the conscious
defenses and access the operational rules of the Internal Working Models. The gold standard for
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measuring adult attachment attitudes remains the Adult Attachment Interview (AAl), developed
by George, Kaplan, and Main. The AAI is a semi-structured clinical interview that asks the
individual to describe their childhood relationships with their parents and the impact these
experiences had on their development. Crucially, the AAl is not classified based on the content of
the stories (whether the childhood was happy or difficult), but rather on the coherence,
consistency, and organization of the discourse. The manner in which the interviewee talks about
their experiences--their narrative style--is considered a direct reflection of their underlying attitude
toward attachment relationships. For example, a coherent narrative reflects a secure attitude, while
a narrative that dismisses the importance of attachment relationships reflects an avoidant attitude.

While the AAI provides a rich, in-depth qualitative assessment, self-report measures are commonly
used in large-scale research due to their efficiency. These questionnaires, such as the
Experiences in Close Relationships (ECR) scale, measure attitudes along the continuous
dimensions of attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance. Individuals rate their agreement with
statements reflecting their fear of abandonment (anxiety) or their comfort with closeness and
dependency (avoidance). These dimensional measures offer a nuanced view, recognizing that
attitudes are rarely purely categorical but exist on a spectrum. A high score on the anxiety
dimension reflects a hyper-activation attitude toward attachment, characterized by worry and
excessive need for reassurance, whereas a high score on the avoidance dimension reflects a
deactivation attitude, characterized by emotional distance and minimizing relational needs.

Furthermore, projective measures and observational coding systems are also utilized to capture
the behavioral manifestations of these attitudes. For instance, the Q-Sort methodology allows
observers or partners to sort descriptive phrases related to the individual's behavior in
relationships, providing an external perspective on their relational attitudes. Experimental studies
also assess attitudes implicitly by measuring reaction times to attachment-related stimuli, revealing
automatic cognitive biases consistent with the individual's attachment pattern. The combination of
these measures--narrative coherence, self-reported feelings, and observed behavior--provides a
comprehensive profile of an individual's attitudes toward attachment, demonstrating how these
internalized models permeate various levels of psychological functioning.

Secure Attachment Attitudes

Individuals displaying secure attachment attitudes possess a fundamental belief in their own
worthiness of love and care, coupled with an expectation that others are generally trustworthy,
responsive, and available. This attitude is characterized by coherence and integration; they can
seamlessly integrate positive and negative experiences from their past, acknowledging distress
without being overwhelmed by it, and valuing attachment relationships while maintaining a strong
sense of autonomy. When stress arises, their attitude dictates a proactive strategy: they feel
comfortable seeking support from their partner, trusting that their needs will be met, and
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simultaneously offering support in return. This secure disposition allows for a high degree of
emotional flexibility, enabling them to regulate their feelings effectively and manage conflict
constructively, viewing it as a solvable problem rather than a threat to the relationship's existence.

The secure attitude fosters healthy interdependence, where vulnerability is seen as a strength
rather than a weakness. Secure individuals do not fear intimacy or dependency; instead, they
embrace the mutual reliance inherent in close relationships. Their IWMs are balanced, allowing
them to accurately perceive relational cues, avoiding the tendency to either exaggerate threats (as
anxious individuals do) or minimize needs (as avoidant individuals do). This accurate perception
leads to more satisfying and stable relationships because they are capable of maintaining realistic
expectations of their partners and communicating their boundaries clearly. This positive attitude
toward both the self and others serves as a protective factor against psychological distress,
fostering resilience in the face of life challenges.

In the context of parenting, secure attachment attitudes translate into sensitive, attuned caregiving.
Secure parents are able to mentalize, meaning they can reflect on their own internal states and the
internal states of their child, interpreting the child's behavior as meaningful communication rather
than simply nuisance. This attitude of open reflection allows them to respond appropriately to the
child's needs, thereby fostering secure attachment in the next generation. The secure attitude is
ultimately one of competence and confidence: competence in their ability to manage their own
emotional life and confidence in the reliability and support of their relational partners, leading to
broader psychological health and effective engagement with the world.

Dismissing/Avoidant Attachment Attitudes

The dismissing-avoidant attitude toward attachment is defined by a strong emphasis on hyper-
independence and self-sufficiency, coupled with the systematic deactivation of the attachment
system. Individuals with this attitude often describe themselves as highly autonomous, valuing
freedom and personal achievement over intimate closeness. This pattern stems from an IWM
where the self is perceived as strong and capable, but others are perceived as unreliable, intrusive,
or rejecting. To manage this expectation of rejection, the individual adopts a defensive posture that
minimizes the importance of close relationships and suppresses emotional expression, particularly
those related to vulnerability, need, or distress. Their attitude dictates that seeking help or relying
on others is a sign of weakness and is likely to result in disappointment.

In relationships, the dismissing attitude manifests as emotional distance. Avoidant individuals may
have difficulty recalling specific memories of their childhood, often generalizing positive statements
about their parents while failing to provide concrete examples, a characteristic feature of the AAI
classification known as "dismissing of attachment." They tend to minimize the importance of
emotional events and maintain psychological distance from partners, often using intellectualization
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or focusing on external tasks to deflect intimacy. When a partner seeks closeness, the avoidant
individual's attitude triggers withdrawal, defensiveness, or subtle sabotage of the relationship to
maintain a comfortable emotional buffer. This deactivation strategy is a highly effective, albeit
costly, way of preventing the pain associated with anticipated relational disappointment.

The long-term consequence of the dismissing attitude is often loneliness masked by competence.
While they may appear successful and emotionally stable on the surface, the underlying
mechanism is the avoidance of genuine emotional risk. Their attitude prevents them from fully
engaging in the mutual vulnerability required for deep intimacy. They may struggle to recognize or
respond sensitively to a partner's emotional needs, viewing such displays as excessive or
demanding. This emotional constriction is a direct result of their internalized attitude that
attachment needs are best met by the self, not by others, leading to a perpetual state of emotional
isolation even within ostensibly committed relationships.

Preoccupied/Anxious Attachment Attitudes

The preoccupied-anxious attitude is characterized by a hyper-activation of the attachment
system, meaning the individual is chronically vigilant for signs of rejection or abandonment. This
attitude originates from an IWM where the self is viewed negatively (unworthy of consistent love),
while others are viewed as potentially available but inconsistently responsive. The resulting
strategy is one of intense focus on the relationship, often involving excessive efforts to gain
approval and closeness. They hold an attitude of deep uncertainty regarding their partner's
commitment and availability, leading to high levels of anxiety, jealousy, and rumination about
relational stability, even when there is no objective threat.

Individuals with a preoccupied attitude often use "protest behaviors" to elicit a response from their
partner, such as excessive texting, emotional outbursts, or dramatic expressions of distress. While
this behavior is aimed at achieving closeness and reassurance, it often inadvertently pushes the
partner away, reinforcing the individual's underlying fear of abandonment. Their narrative style in
the AAIl is often characterized by incoherence, long, angry, or passive statements that are highly
focused on past attachment figures, but they struggle to achieve resolution or objective perspective
on these experiences. This lack of narrative resolution reflects the continuous, unresolved nature
of their emotional state regarding attachment issues.

This anxious attitude creates a state of chronic emotional dysregulation. Because their self-worth is
highly contingent upon external validation from their partner, they struggle with autonomy and may
feel incomplete without a relationship. They often idealize their partners and simultaneously harbor
deep resentment over perceived slights or failures of responsiveness. The core attitude is a
desperate hope for connection mixed with a powerful fear of rejection, making their relationships
emotionally turbulent and exhausting for both themselves and their partners. They are
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fundamentally seeking to resolve their early uncertainty through adult relationships, a task that
often proves impaossible due to the intensity of their needs.

Clinical and Therapeutic Implications

Understanding an individual's attitude toward attachment is paramount in clinical practice, as these
attitudes represent the underlying structure of their relational conflicts and emotional vulnerabilities.
Therapeutic intervention aims not merely to change behavior, but to restructure the Internal
Working Models and foster a more secure, coherent attitude toward self and others. For clients
with dismissing attitudes, therapy focuses on making the deactivation strategy conscious, gently
challenging the belief that vulnerability is dangerous, and helping them access and articulate
suppressed emotional needs. The therapist serves as a secure base, modeling consistent
availability that contradicts the client's internalized attitude of relational unreliability.

For clients exhibiting preoccupied attachment attitudes, the therapeutic goal involves helping them
achieve narrative coherence and emotional regulation. This often means exploring the
unresolved nature of their past relationships, helping them understand how their hyper-vigilance is
driven by historical anxiety, and teaching them to soothe their own distress rather than relying
exclusively on the partner for regulation. The focus shifts from external validation to internal self-
compassion, leading to a more secure and autonomous attitude toward their own emotional needs.
Techniques derived from Emotionally Focused Therapy (EFT) are particularly effective here, as
they directly target the dysfunctional cycle of protest and withdrawal that characterizes anxious
attachment patterns.

Ultimately, the therapeutic process seeks to cultivate an "earned secure" attitude. This does not
mean erasing the past, but rather reorganizing the narrative such that the individual achieves
insight into how past experiences shaped their current relational attitudes. The ability to reflect
critically on one's history, acknowledge its impact, and integrate positive and negative relational
experiences into a coherent life story is the hallmark of therapeutic success. By fostering reflective
functioning, therapy enables clients to develop new, more adaptive attitudes toward intimacy,
dependency, and conflict, leading to profound and lasting improvements in their personal and
relational lives.
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