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ABSTRACT
The ability to connect with, and rely on, important others for support when needed is
associated with many benefits (Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2009; Hawkley & Cacioppo,
2010). Insecurely attached individuals tend to have difficulty connecting with others in a
way that meets their attachment needs, resulting in lower levels of relationship
satisfaction and overall well-being. Previous research suggests that working models of
attachment influence the way in which individuals perceive and process social
information (Collins, 1996), with insecurely attached individuals being more likely to
misinterpret expressions of support from a partner. The current research program
examined patterns of supportive communication in more detail, focusing on how biases
in existing working models of attachment shape the way support is perceived and
processed. Gathering data from 195 participants, Study 1 investigated the influence of
focused attention and pronoun use on the processing of an emotionally supportive
message. It was hypothesized that both pronoun use (i.e., independent vs.
interdependent wording) and the way a supportive message was processed (i.e., natural
processing vs. directed focus) would influence the relationship between attachment and
well-being. Results revealed that neither processing style nor the interaction of
processing style and pronoun use moderated the relationship between attachment and
relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being. Pronoun use emerged as a significant
moderator of the relationship between attachment anxiety and some aspects of
subjective well-being. By encouraging 136 participants to reflect on a personally
relevant example of social support, Study 2 explored how actively reflecting on and
processing thoughts, feelings, and reactions to social support influenced the relationship
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between attachment and well-being. As was the case in Study 1, the way support was
processed did not moderate the relationship between attachment and relationship
satisfaction or subjective well-being. Taken together, results suggest that pronoun use
may matter in certain support situations; however, the belief that emotional support will
be available from a romantic partner may be more important to overall well-being than
the specifics of what is said or how support is processed. Results are explored in the
context of the current literature; theoretical and clinical implications are discussed.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Western society values independence and personal success (Heine, 2010; Larsen
et al., 2015). From a young age, we are taught to push ourselves and are encouraged to
focus on education and the development of a stable, rewarding career. The media
showers us with images of strong people who have fought their way to the top – those
who have achieved power, economic success, and who are “living the good life.” How
good is life at the top, however, if there is no one with whom to share it? We are, by
nature, social creatures. We have an innate need to belong, and we require the
acceptance, love, and support of close others to truly thrive (Baumeister & Leary, 1995;
Bowlby, 1969, 1973; Carvallo & Gabriel, 2006; Feeney & Collins, 2015). Our
interpersonal relationships have a significant impact on our daily lives, shaping the way
we think, feel, and respond to our environment (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Simpson &
Karantzas, 2019). Such relationships also influence our physical and emotional wellbeing, with higher quality, supportive relationships associated with better overall health
(Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2009; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Holt-Lunstad et al.,
2010; Pietromonaco & Collins, 2017; Whisman & Baucom, 2012). Although hard work
and determination can help us to achieve personal success, interpersonal success is
equally as important when it comes to maximizing overall well-being.
Attachment theory provides a framework for exploring patterns of social
interaction, particularly with respect to cognition, affect, and behaviour (Feeney &
Collins, 2019; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). People vary with respect to their level of
comfort, or security, in close relationships. Security, in turn, shapes the way they
approach and respond to social situations (Ainsworth, et al., 1978; Bowlby, 1969;
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Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015). Research suggests that attachment insecurity is associated
with higher levels of distress, poorer relationship quality, and more frequent symptoms
of poor health (Feeney, 1999; Feeney & Collins, 2015; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010;
Maunder & Hunter, 2001; Pietronomaco & Beck, 2019). Thus, further research
contributing to the identification and adjustment of maladaptive patterns of thinking and
relating may not only improve relationship quality and satisfaction, but also the overall
health and well-being of insecurely attached individuals.
People attend to aspects of social information differently depending on their
level of security and comfort in close relationships (Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000;
Rholes et al., 2007). Research suggests that attachment also influences the way
individuals perceive and process social information (Collins, 1996; Fraley, Garner, &
Shaver, 2000; Rholes et al., 2007; Vermigli & Toni, 2004). If one is not fully attending
to their partner, then they may easily misinterpret a partner’s intentions and respond
inappropriately. Such maladaptive responses, which are characteristic of insecurely
attached individuals, contribute to relationship distress (Hazan & Campa, 2013;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Research examining language and communication in close
relationships suggests that pronoun use can also influence the way support is processed
(Pennebaker, 2011), particularly with respect to perceived closeness and
interdependence within a relationship (Fitzsimons & Kay, 2004). Thus, attachment and
subtle differences in the way support is communicated, attended to, and processed can
influence the amount of comfort it provides to the support recipient. If one is unable to
feel connected to, and supported by, a romantic partner, these unmet social needs result
in relationship dissatisfaction (Hazan & Campa, 2013). Over time, prolonged
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dissatisfaction is associated with poorer overall health and well-being (Holt-Lundstad et
al., 2010).
The goal of the current dissertation was to identify possible avenues for
improving communication and enhancing the relationship quality of insecurely attached
individuals, thereby increasing relationship satisfaction and boosting overall health and
well-being. The following literature review examines attachment and patterns of
supportive communication in more detail, with a particular focus on how support is
perceived and processed. The current research program is then introduced and
discussed. Study 1 investigated the influence of attachment, focused attention, and
pronoun use on the processing of an imagined emotionally supportive message from a
partner. Study 2 explored the influence of attachment and how actively reflecting on and
processing thoughts, feelings, and reactions associated with a recent support experience
influenced later perceptions of partner closeness, relationship satisfaction, and wellbeing. The results of these studies are explored in the context of the current literature.
Implications and future research directions are discussed.
Attachment Theory
Attachment theory (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1969, 1973; Carvallo &
Gabriel, 2006; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015; Simpson & Karantzas, 2019) suggests we
are born with a fundamental need to belong and are hardwired to seek the support of
others when under stress. Feeling connected to another person and knowing that they
will be there for support when needed is, arguably, as important as our need for food and
shelter. In addition to enhancing personal well-being, confidence, and esteem, the
support we receive from others can help us regulate our emotions and behaviour
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(Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). This regulation, in turn, builds personal autonomy while
promoting the development and maintenance of healthy social relationships (Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2014).
Imagine a little boy shopping with his mother. Distracted by the lights and
sounds of a flashy new toy display, he fails to notice her turning down the adjacent aisle.
Once aware of his mother’s absence, he begins to panic, bursting into tears and calling
out to her. She promptly peeks around the corner and reassures him that everything is
ok. The little boy dries his tears and races towards her, excitedly filling her in on the
details of the display. This interaction is typical of normative attachment behaviour.
When encountering a situation perceived to be stressful or threatening, the attachment
system becomes activated and we are motivated to seek the proximity of someone close
to us that we trust – an attachment figure. Acting as both a safe haven and a secure base
(Bowlby, 1969, 1973), an attachment figure serves as a reliable source of protection and
support. If an attachment figure is available and responsive to our needs, it enhances our
sense of safety and security so that we can interact with and explore our environment
with greater confidence (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2014). In the example above, the little
boy’s mother promptly provided him with the comfort and reassurance that he needed;
his distress level was reduced and he was able to continue on with his day. Over time,
such basic interactions with attachment figures shape the way we interact with the
environment and learn from it, promoting the development of important skills associated
with emotional regulation, trust, interpersonal competence, and self-esteem (Baumeister
& Leary, 1995).
Throughout the course of our lives we typically develop and maintain many
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different types of interpersonal relationships; it is important to note that only a select
few of these relationships reflect an attachment bond. Attachment bonds are
characterized by a persistent and emotionally significant relationship with a specific
person who cannot be easily replaced – there is a desire to maintain contact with this
person, and distress is experienced when involuntarily separated from them (Cassidy,
2008). Most importantly, this person represents a safe haven and a secure base (Bowlby,
1969, 1973); the person is available, responsive, and serves as a reliable source of
comfort and support (Cassidy, 2008). Infants and young children are most likely to
develop an attachment bond with a primary caregiver – an adult who is directly involved
in their care, and who serves as a critical source of support. Primary attachment figures
typically change and shift over time, with adolescents more likely to turn to a close
friend or mentor for comfort and support, and adults to a romantic partner (Gillath et al.,
2019; Hazan & Shaver, 1987). As we age, healthy attachment bonds also become
reciprocal, with both partners in the relationship providing and receiving comfort and
support.
Patterns of Relating Within the Attachment System
Based on our social history and the quality of interactions with attachment
figures, we develop a characteristic pattern of stress response known as an attachment
style (Ainsworth et al., 1978; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). These styles are thought to
be relatively stable over time, with early attachment experiences influencing perceptions
and behaviour in adult relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). Ainsworth and colleagues
(1978) made important empirical contributions to the field of attachment research,
applying Bowlby’s theoretical work to patterns of infant behaviour in a laboratory
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setting known as the Strange Situation. Infants aged 12-18 months were placed in a
playroom with their mothers where they engaged in a series of separations and reunions;
more specifically, the infants were exposed to an unknown adult with and without their
mother present, were briefly left alone in the playroom, and then were reunited with
their mother following a brief separation (Ainsworth et al., 1978; DeHart et al., 2004;
Rholes & Simpson, 2004). Infants’ behaviour during these scenarios was closely
monitored by researchers, revealing three basic patterns of attachment: secure, insecureanxious, and insecure-avoidant. Securely attached infants explored the room with
confidence while their mothers were present, and regularly interacted with them during
the study. Although distressed upon separation, these infants sought comfort from their
mothers when they returned and were reassured once contact was achieved,
subsequently returning to exploratory activities. In contrast, anxiously attached infants
were hesitant to separate from their mothers to explore the room and appeared
preoccupied by their mother’s whereabouts and availability. They were also wary of
new situations and people. These infants were easily distressed and difficult to comfort,
alternating between periods of comfort seeking and angry or resistant behaviour towards
their mothers following separation. Lastly, avoidantly attached infants presented as
emotionally and physically withdrawn. In general, these infants were relatively
indifferent towards their mothers and to strangers. They appeared to distract themselves
and disengage from potentially distressing events, showing little overt distress upon
separation. When their mothers returned following the brief separation, these infants
actively avoided contact with them.
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Bowlby (1969) viewed attachment as a behavioural control system – a collection
of internally motivated behaviours that serve to protect us from danger and that facilitate
exploration and development. Thus, our attachment style is thought to predict how we
will respond when the attachment system becomes activated. Rather than identifying
attachment style based on three discrete categories, as was initially proposed by
Ainsworth and colleagues (1978), more contemporary literature conceptualizes
attachment as existing along two continuous dimensions, ranging from high to low
anxiety and high to low avoidance (Brennan et al., 1998). Attachment security is defined
by low anxiety and low avoidance, whereas attachment insecurity characterizes
individuals who are high in anxiety and/or avoidance.
According to attachment theory, the primary strategy for relieving subjective
distress when faced with stress or threat is referred to as proximity seeking (Bowlby,
1969; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). This strategy was demonstrated when the little boy
in the above example cried out to his mother upon noticing her absence. Provided that
an attachment figure is available and responsive to proximity-seeking efforts (as was the
case with the little boy in the store), distress is reduced, a sense of security is
established, and the attachment system returns to a relaxed state (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016). This pattern is characteristic of attachment security. In general, those higher in
attachment security (i.e., those low in anxiety and avoidance) have reliably received
appropriate levels of support from loved ones throughout their lives. Consequently,
proximity seeking strategies are an effective means of reducing distress. Because loved
ones have always been there for them when needed, those higher in attachment security
are thought to develop a more positive view of both themselves and others. They believe
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that they are worthy of love and support, and trust that they can turn to those closest to
them when needed. As a result, they tend to be quite comfortable in close relationships
as adults (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016).
Individuals higher in attachment anxiety have typically received inconsistent
support from loved ones in the past. As a result, they tend to doubt their own worthiness
for love and support and are hypersensitive towards signs of rejection (Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2016). Because their attachment figures have been inconsistently supportive,
proximity seeking efforts cannot always be relied on as a primary means of effectively
reducing distress. If proximity seeking fails, then these individuals tend to engage in
hyperactivating strategies to capture the attention of an attachment figure (e.g., clinging
or controlling behaviour, outbursts of anger or sadness; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003).
They tend to develop a negative self-view, blaming themselves for an attachment
figure’s inconsistent love and support. They have a strong desire to feel close to their
attachment figure yet experience an intense fear of rejection (Pietromonaco & Beck,
2015). These competing emotions can result in ambivalent patterns of behaviour
towards loved ones, alternating between periods of idealization and denigration at the
extremes (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). Individuals who
are anxiously attached can be suspicious or jealous (Rholes et al., 1998) and may seek
constant reassurance (Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). Because they are so vigilant for
signs of stress, threat, or attachment figure unavailability (Shaver & Mikulincer, 2008),
their attachment system is in a constant state of activation, exacerbating subjective
distress.
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Those higher in attachment avoidance are thought to have a history of
interactions with attachment figures who were either unavailable or unresponsive to
their proximity seeking efforts (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Individuals high in
attachment avoidance are theorized to associate closeness with rejection, something they
have learned through repeated interactions with attachment figures over time
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). As a result, they actively suppress the urge to seek
support. They refrain from trusting or relying on others, prioritizing their own
independence and maintaining a safe emotional distance from others (Shaver &
Mikulincer, 2014). Because proximity seeking is largely ineffective, they rely on
deactivating strategies (e.g., aloofness) to defensively distance themselves from sources
of stress or threat and reduce subjective distress (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). This
distance serves to minimize activation of the attachment system, provided that the
individual can continuously exert the effort to ignore or block out attachment relevant
information (Mikulincer et al., 2004; Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015).
It is important to note that some researchers in the field (e.g., Bartholomew,
1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) differentiate those high in attachment avoidance
but low in attachment anxiety (i.e., dismissing avoidance) from those high in both
attachment avoidance and attachment anxiety (i.e., fearful avoidance). Theoretically,
both groups are thought to have had attachment figures that were consistently
unavailable or unresponsive when needed. Individuals characterized as fearful-avoidant
desire closeness, but their willingness to connect with others is inhibited by a crippling
fear of rejection. Like those high in attachment anxiety, fearful avoidant persons see
themselves as undeserving of love and intimacy. Lacking the fierce independence of the
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dismissing-avoidant style, these individuals are often withdrawn, unassertive, and
socially isolated (Bartholomew, 1990; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). In contrast,
individuals characterized as dismissing-avoidant tend to respond to stress or threat with
defensiveness and what Bowlby (1969) termed as compulsive self-reliance. These
individuals exude the impression of not needing anyone else. They are excessively
distrustful of others and tend to deny their own attachment needs (Carvallo & Gabriel,
2006). Despite the outward impression of wanting to be left alone, research conducted
by Carvallo and Gabriel (2006) suggests that dismissing-avoidant individuals still have a
desire to be accepted and liked by others. These researchers conducted two studies
examining how individuals with dismissing-avoidant attachment styles responded to
positive social feedback. Results revealed that, despite their seeming indifference to
social connectedness, dismissing-avoidant participants reported higher levels of positive
affect and self-esteem upon receiving feedback of social acceptance. Carvallo and
Gabriel concluded that, despite appearances, dismissing-avoidant individuals still have a
strong motivation to belong.
In keeping with the current literature, the present research program adopted a
dimensional view of attachment, thus defining it in terms of high vs. low anxiety and
high vs. low avoidance. Thus, results were interpreted based on these two continua as
opposed to isolating attachment styles (e.g., secure, anxious, or avoidant). This
conceptualization facilitated data interpretation about the influence of attachment
dynamics on perceived social support.
Attachment and Social Support
Social support is dyadic in nature, the outcome of which is shaped by both the
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provider and the recipient in the relationship (Feeney & Collins, 2015). For example, a
support provider must have the skills (e.g., perspective, emotion regulation and
intelligence), resources (e.g., cognitive, emotional, and tangible), and motivation
(altruistic rather than egoistic) to help their partner (Feeney & Collins, 2015). In return,
a support-recipient must be able to reach out for support when needed, clearly express
their needs, and be receptive to the support provided. It is also important for supportrecipients to establish a healthy balance between dependence and independence, and to
be there for their partners when they require support in return (Feeney & Collins, 2015).
Despite the fact that social support is an interpersonal process shaped by both members
of the relationship, existing research primarily focuses on intrapersonal aspects of social
support (Feeney & Collins, 2015, 2019). For example, the belief that someone will be
available when needed (i.e., perceived support) is more strongly associated with overall
health and well-being than is the actual support that is provided (Feeney & Collins,
2015; Sarason, et al., 1991; Uchino, 2009). The support we perceive, as opposed to the
support that is received, predicts coping effectiveness, adjustment outcome, and overall
well-being (Sarason, et al., 1991). This association fits theoretically with attachment
theory. We have an innate need to belong and trusting that someone will be there for us
when needed is critical for the development of secure attachment relationships.
Attachment theory suggests that we are hardwired to seek the support of close
others when we encounter stress or a threat; as adults, we often turn to a romantic
partner to fulfill these attachment needs (Hazan & Shaver, 1987). In order to reduce
subjective distress, it is important for a partner to be both present and emotionally
responsive to one’s support-seeking efforts. By acting as both a safe haven and a secure
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base, a romantic partner not only can foster a sense of security, but the comfort they
provide encourages autonomy and exploration (Collins & Ford, 2010; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2009). Focusing on normative attachment processes, Kane and colleagues
(2012) examined the impact of partner presence and attentiveness on attachment
behaviour, stress appraisals, and relationship outcomes. Using virtual technology,
participants were immersed in a novel, virtual world and were asked to walk along a
narrow, winding path at the top of a steep cliff. Partner presence (vs. absence) and
attentiveness were manipulated by these researchers using a pre-programmed digital
representation, pre-selected by each participant to resemble their partner. Although
participants were led to believe that this representation’s behaviour would be controlled
by their partner, all behaviours were controlled by the researchers. When the partner was
attentive during the task, participants reported feeling cared for, safer, more secure,
better understood, and validated. In contrast, when the partner was inattentive,
participants reported greater discomfort, were more vigilant of them during the task, and
kept greater physical distance from them during a subsequent task. Kane et al.
concluded that perceived partner responsiveness plays an important role in shaping
attachment behaviour and emotional responses, with more secure attachment dynamics
associated with partners who are not only viewed as available, but who are responsive to
a loved one’s needs. This point is reiterated by Feeney and Collins (2015) who stressed
the importance of experiencing a responsive (i.e., providing the appropriate type and
amount of support) and sensitive (i.e., validating feelings and needs in an empathic
manner) partner for optimal well-being.
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It is clear from existing research that an available and appropriately responsive
partner is crucial when it comes to effective social support. Depending on our
attachment histories, the strategies we use for accessing, processing, or providing such
support vary (Collins & Feeney, 2000, 2004; Simpson et al., 1992). Individuals who are
low in both attachment anxiety and avoidance (i.e., those who are more securely
attached) have typically always had support available to them. They have learned to
trust that people will be there when needed. As a result, more securely attached
individuals are better equipped to seek out or to provide support in an adaptive way. In
contrast, individuals higher in attachment anxiety or avoidance have not typically had
people available or responsive to them when needed. Consequently, they tend to be less
likely to reach out for support or to provide it to their partners in an appropriate way.
Individuals higher in attachment anxiety may react to their partners with ambivalence,
whereas those higher in attachment avoidance tend to put up emotional walls.
These points stated above are illustrated by Simpson et al. (1992), who
videotaped dating couples in a room while the female partner was waiting to participate
in an anxiety-provoking activity. Results revealed that women who were more securely
attached tended to seek out more support as levels of anxiety increased in the
manipulation, whereas women who were higher in attachment avoidance sought less
support. Despite this finding, both sets of women were calmed when their partners
offered reassurance and emotionally supportive comments. Similarly, research
conducted by Collins and Feeney (2000) revealed that individuals higher in attachment
avoidance were less likely to seek support from a partner. When they did seek support,
they were less effective and more indirect in doing so. Interestingly, Simpson et al.
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(1992) found no significant results for women higher in attachment anxiety. Simpson et
al. suggested that this finding – or lack thereof – may be explained by the ambivalence
typically displayed by individuals higher in attachment anxiety. Their tendency to
alternate between approach and avoidance behaviours when distressed may have
cancelled out significant findings in any one direction.
In addition to support-seeking behaviour, attachment style also influences
preferred types of support (Simpson et al., 2007). In a study conducted by Simpson and
colleagues (2007), couples were videotaped while attempting to resolve a current
relationship issue. These videos were then reviewed for evidence of emotional (e.g.,
encouraging the partner to talk about his/her emotions or experiences), instrumental
(e.g., giving concrete advice about how to resolve the problem), and physical (e.g.,
consoling the partner through touch) caregiving behaviours. Results revealed that
individuals higher in attachment security experienced the greatest reduction in
subjective distress in response to emotional caregiving from their partners. In contrast,
individuals higher in attachment avoidance (i.e., dismissing) responded best to
instrumental caregiving from their partners. Thus, although those high in attachment
security and those high in avoidance benefited from receiving support, the types of
support preferred and the way it was received varied with attachment. Although various
types of support exist, that which is emotional in nature (i.e., being there for someone on
an emotional level) is most frequently associated with overall health and well-being
(Lorenzo et al., 2018; Simpson et al., 1992).
Our perceptions of self, others, and relationships are shaped by attachment
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Thus, it is not surprising that perceptions of support are
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also linked to attachment (Collins, 1996; Collins & Feeney, 2000). Collins and Feeney
(2004) examined this association by exposing participants to a stressful event and
observing differences in perceptions of the support received. Results revealed that
individuals higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance rated supportive messages as
less supportive and less well-intended than more securely attached individuals,
particularly when the support was ambiguous in nature. Collins and Feeney concluded
that insecurely attached individuals tend to interpret messages more negatively than do
more securely attached individuals. Not only do these interpretations lead to poorer
perceptions of support overall, but they also influence subsequent behaviour and
relationship satisfaction.
Positive social support from an intimate partner is important for the development
of trust, intimacy, and commitment in a relationship. Effective support not only relieves
distress, but also confirms the availability and responsiveness of a partner (Cutrona et
al., 2005). This perceived support promotes the development of more stable, secure, and
satisfying relationships and better overall well-being (Feeney, 1999; Feeney & Collins,
2015; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Maunder & Hunter, 2001). Based on the above
research, insecurely attached individuals (i.e., those higher in attachment anxiety or
avoidance) may perceive their partners as less supportive than those who are more
securely attached, particularly when the support provided is ambiguous (Collins &
Feeney, 2004; Gordon & Christman, 2008). This lack of trust in a partner’s availability
and responsiveness can foster doubt in a relationship, thereby creating tension. Over
time, this tension can lead to relationship dissatisfaction and poorer physical and
psychological well-being (Karren et al., 2006).
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Attachment and Social Cognition
As stated above, the way we view ourselves, others, and relationships is shaped
by our social histories, particularly with respect to the quality of previous interactions
with attachment figures. Bowlby (1969, 1973) believed that early experiences with
primary caregivers form the foundation of children’s understanding of themselves and
the world. Individual differences arise and are maintained over time based on
internalized perceptions of whether an attachment figure is/has been available and
responsive when needed, and whether the self is worthy of love and support (Hazan &
Campa, 2013). These foundational models, termed working models in the attachment
literature, are carried into adulthood, acting as scripts or schemas for interpreting and
responding to social situations and relationships (Baldwin et al., 1993; Collins, 1996;
Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000; Vermigli & Toni, 2004; Waters & Roisman, 2019;
Waters & Waters, 2006). Our working models are thought to become increasingly more
complex with age, revising as we develop new attachment relationships across the
lifespan (Bowlby, 1969, 1973; Hazan & Campa, 2013). Attachment relevant information
is theorized to exist in a hierarchical structure (Rowe & Carnelley, 2003). Thus, in
addition to a global working model of attachment, specific models for different types of
relationships (i.e., family vs. friends vs. romantic partners) and individual attachment
figures (e.g., Mom, Toby) also exist. The more often a specific relationship schema is
activated, the more accessible it becomes, thereby feeding into a more global
representation of relationships (Rowe & Carnelley, 2003). In other words, insecure
interactions that occur repeatedly over time have more influence over the global
working model of attachment than infrequent, secure interactions. Given that these
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models or schemas collectively reflect highly learned and largely unconscious
processes, biases can develop which make major alterations to existing perceptions and
expectations difficult. These biases, in part, contribute to individual differences in the
attachment system and, correspondingly, in attachment behaviour (Hazan & Campa,
2013; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Simpson et al., 2010).
Imagine Anna and Tom, who have been married for five years. Whenever they
have an argument, Tom tends to shut down. This response frightens Anna, who
interprets his behaviour as a sign of rejection. When she notices him pulling away, she
cries out to him, clings to him, and raises her voice – anything to get his attention. She
has learned, over time, that he will eventually respond in some way if she is persistent.
Anna’s behaviour is unlikely to resolve the argument, nor will it result in a lasting sense
of security; however, Anna is responding based on what has worked for her in the past.
Based on previous social experiences, our working models of relationships help us to
predict how people will respond in future interactions and, like following a script, we
are able to adjust our reactions accordingly (Baldwin et al., 1993). Individuals high in
attachment anxiety, like Anna, have typically received inconsistent support from
attachment figures in the past. Consequently, they have learned to doubt their own selfworth, and may crave consistent attention and reassurance from their partners to feel
loved. Individuals high in attachment avoidance, like Tom, have not typically received
comfort or support from attachment figures in the past. In emotionally charged
situations, such individuals are more likely to distance themselves as a means of selfprotection – if they do not open up and are not emotionally present, it is less likely that
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they will get hurt. In both cases, working models operate to regulate distressing thoughts
and emotions in the face of possible social rejection or abandonment.
Working Models and Attention
Our working models also influence what we pay attention to during social
interactions and, by association, the way we perceive and process social information
(Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000; Rholes et al., 2007). More securely attached
individuals are comfortable with both themselves and their relationships. Consequently,
they tend to be more open to information in a broader context and can move on from
negative social experiences in a more adaptive way (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011). In
contrast, individuals higher in attachment anxiety tend to focus in on minor details
during social interactions (i.e., anything suggestive of possible rejection or
abandonment; Rholes et al., 2007). Although designed to reduce subjective distress, this
narrowed focus can prevent them from accurately interpreting their partners or the social
situation (Gordon & Christman, 2008; Rholes et al., 2007; Vermigli & Toni, 2004).
Individuals higher in attachment avoidance tend to block out social or emotional
information to prevent attachment system activation (Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000;
Zilber et al., 2007); this, too, prevents them from fully understanding or experiencing
interpersonal relationships (Gordon & Christman, 2008; Green-Hennessy & Reis, 1998;
Vermigli & Toni, 2004). If insecure individuals are unable to hear or accurately process
what their partner is saying to them, then they are unlikely to respond appropriately
which, in turn, fosters relationship distress.
Rholes and colleagues (2007) investigated these patterns in more detail,
examining how attachment influences the degree to which people deliberately seek out
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information related to themselves, their partner, or their relationship. Over the course of
two studies, Rholes and colleagues found that individuals higher in attachment
avoidance tended to limit the amount of information sought about their partners,
whereas individuals higher in attachment anxiety were drawn to it. This finding
coincides with theoretical predictions discussed above, particularly with respect to the
need for avoidant individuals to maintain a safe emotional distance from others and the
need for anxious individuals to be hypervigilant to signs of possible rejection or
abandonment. Rholes and colleagues also found that individuals higher in attachment
anxiety tended to pay greater attention to information that supports, rather than
challenges, their pre-existing negative view of themselves as partners in their
relationships. This finding is echoed by Simpson and colleagues (2010), who had
participants rate how supportive and how distant they felt from their partners during a
videotaped conflict discussion. Ratings were collected both immediately following the
discussion (T1) and one week after the discussion (T2). Results revealed that, compared
with those lower in attachment anxiety, individuals higher in attachment anxiety recalled
being less distant from their partners at T2 than T1, provided that they were distressed
by the initial interaction. Individuals higher in attachment avoidance recalled being less
supportive at T2 than T1 compared to those lower in attachment avoidance. Simpson
and colleagues concluded that insecure processing biases influence memories such that
people are more likely to recall information that fits with their existing working models
rather than with reality. By influencing our thoughts, feelings, perceptions, and
behaviours, our working models colour reality in a way that fits with pre-existing
expectations. Rather than responding to what another individual says or does during an
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interaction, we tend to respond to social situations based on what we remember of the
interaction, as filtered through our working models. Taken together, these results
support the notion that insecurely attached individuals are more likely to exhibit biased
processing styles which, in turn, can place strain on a relationship and overall health and
well-being.
Working Models, Attention, and the Processing of Social Information
Given the attentional biases of insecure individuals, it is not surprising that the
content or nature of the information shared during social interactions can influence how
it is perceived and processed. In general, information that is emotional in nature tends to
capture our attention (Silva et al., 2012). Consequently, such information reflexively
tends to be processed faster and more extensively than does neutral material (Edelstein
& Gillath, 2008). As mentioned above, individuals higher in attachment anxiety tend to
be drawn towards emotional information, using it to support their pre-existing
insecurities (Rholes et al., 2007; Silva et al., 2012). Individuals higher in attachment
avoidance tend to direct their attention away from emotional information – if they do not
acknowledge it, then it is less likely that their attachment system will be activated.
Edelstein and Gillath (2008) examined attentional biases with respect to attachment
information in more detail, focusing primarily on individuals high in attachment
avoidance. After measuring their attachment style and screening to ensure that
participants were involved in a romantic relationship, participants were presented with
an emotional Stroop task. Using coloured, emotional, attachment-related words (i.e.,
those pertaining to relationship closeness; e.g., affection or abandonment) and coloured,
neutral, non-attachment related words, the task was designed to examine whether those
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higher in attachment avoidance had a tendency to limit their attention to the emotional
stimuli. The latency of colour-naming was measured, with longer response times
reflecting greater difficulty disengaging from the semantic content of the stimuli.
Individuals higher in attachment avoidance were expected to quickly disengage from the
attachment-related information, resulting in faster colour-naming than individuals lower
in attachment avoidance, who were expected to focus more on semantic content.
Although Edelstein and Gillath did not find statistically significant differences as a
function of attachment anxiety, their results revealed attentional biases for those higher
in attachment avoidance. They concluded that those higher in attachment avoidance
limited the amount of attention directed towards attachment-relevant information,
thereby allowing themselves to maintain a safe emotional distance. When participants
were asked to complete a memory-related task in addition to the Stroop task, Edelstein
and Gillath discovered that these attentional biases were less pronounced. This finding
suggests either that disengaging from attachment-related content required significant
cognitive effort or that the process was at least disrupted when distracted by another
cognitively demanding task. Individuals higher in avoidance are not oblivious to
attachment-related information, but rather they actively disengage from it as a means of
self-protection.
Additional research by Baldwin and Kay (2003) suggested that individuals lower
in attachment anxiety (i.e., secure or dismissing-avoidant attachment orientations)
identify rejection words more slowly than those higher in attachment anxiety, thereby
inhibiting expectations of future rejection. Given that individuals higher in attachment
anxiety are hypervigilant for signs of rejection or abandonment, it makes sense that they
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might identify these words more quickly. More securely attached individuals (i.e., those
low in attachment anxiety and avoidance) tend to be more confident that people will be
there for them when needed. Consequently, they may be less likely to dwell on possible
signs of rejection (Baldwin & Kay, 2003). Baldwin and Kay speculated that dismissingavoidant individuals (i.e., those low in attachment anxiety but high in attachment
avoidance) actively disregard rejection-related material out of defense – if they do not
acknowledge it, then they reduce their chances of getting hurt.
Working models serve an important regulatory function, helping us to categorize
and process attachment relevant information so that we can respond accordingly. When
we are distressed, our attachment system activates, influencing our thoughts, feelings,
and behaviours (Simpson et al., 2010). Depending on our attachment history, our
working models of self, others, and relationships filter attachment relevant information
in predictable ways. Pre-existing biases can limit the accuracy of incoming information,
resulting in a divide between attachment-congruent expectations and reality. This divide
leads to the use of defensive strategies to reduce immediate distress, which often has a
negative impact on both the relationship (Mikulincer & Arad, 1999) and the
psychological well-being of both partners (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Despite these
consequences, insecure individuals (i.e., those higher in anxiety and/or avoidance)
continue to engage in maladaptive patterns of relating because it is easier and often less
stressful to make decisions based on what has worked in the past. Information that does
not fit with pre-existing expectations may be discounted in order to avoid challenging
existing working models and risking possible rejection or abandonment (Rholes et al.,
2007). More securely attached individuals, in contrast, are more likely to adjust their
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perceptions to correspond with new information (Dykas & Cassidy, 2011; Mikulincer,
1997; Mikulincer & Arad, 1999), displaying greater cognitive and emotional flexibility.
When placed in unpredictable or ambiguous social settings, securely attached
individuals are much more likely to notice and correctly interpret signs of support from
their partners than are insecurely attached individuals (Mikulincer, 1997; Mikulincer et
al., 2009).
Challenging Existing Working Models
Attachment tends to be relatively stable over time; however, relatively recent
research suggests that one’s attachment orientation may shift with repeated positive or
negative experiences with an attachment figure over time (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007,
2016, 2020). Thus, if provided with a safe, responsive, and appropriately supportive
environment, individuals who are more insecurely attached may learn to challenge
existing working models, become more open to a broader understanding of social
experiences, and adopt more adaptive relational skills. This process, in turn, contributes
to emotional stability, resilience, confidence, flexibility, adaptive coping, satisfying
interpersonal relationships, and better overall health and well-being. Termed the
broaden-and-build cycle of attachment security, Mikulincer and Shaver (2007, 2015,
2020) suggested that repeatedly priming insecure individuals with clear, personally
meaningful representations of responsive attachment figures can help them function
more securely over time (Carnelley & Rowe, 2007; Mikulincer et al., 2001; Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007; Rowe & Carnelly, 2003).
Taken together, research suggests that insecurely attached individuals struggle
when processing emotional and attachment-relevant information. Attentional and
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interpretational biases limit their ability to understand and respond appropriately to their
own needs and those of their partner, and negatively impact their ability to seek out or
provide support in an adaptive way. Fizell (2011) aimed to advance the above findings
by experimentally manipulating how support is perceived and processed. In doing so,
Fizell analyzed how a change in attention and processing might impact psychological
and relational well-being. After experiencing an imagined stressful scenario, 86 female
participants were asked to listen to a brief recorded message of emotional support.
Although the content of the message remained constant for all participants, the
instructions provided differed depending on the condition to which participants were
assigned. Participants in Condition 1 were simply asked to listen to the message whereas
participants in Condition 2 were specifically instructed to pay careful attention to the
emotionally supportive content of the message. Following the message, perceptions of
the support received, as well as subjective levels of psychological and relational wellbeing were assessed. Results revealed that, when actively processing emotional support,
individuals higher in attachment avoidance reported higher levels of psychological wellbeing but poorer relationship satisfaction. This finding was somewhat surprising given
that these individuals tend to be uncomfortable with emotional closeness. It is possible
that, given the social histories of those higher in attachment avoidance, participants may
have been hesitant to accept the support provided to them, resulting in poorer ratings of
relationship satisfaction. At the same time, hearing and processing the support was still
psychologically beneficial. It is possible that the relationship satisfaction of those higher
in attachment avoidance could be enhanced by drawing their attention to signs of
emotional support through repeated priming over time. Fizell (2011) found that the
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opposite was true for individuals higher in attachment anxiety. For these individuals, the
processing of emotional support resulted in poorer psychological and relationship wellbeing. This resistance towards emotional support is particularly curious given that
anxious individuals are so desperate for a connection. One possible explanation relates
to the language used in the supportive message that may influence its interpretation by
the receiver of the support.
Attachment and Pronoun Use
According to Simmons and colleagues (2005), pronoun use can symbolize the
degree of independence vs. interdependence in an intimate partner relationship. In
particular, first person plural pronouns such as we, us, or our, can indicate shared
identity, affiliative motivation, and relational commitment. In contrast, first person
singular pronouns such as I, me, my or second person pronouns such as you or your,
indicate greater independence and a more pronounced distinction between self and other
(Simmons et al., 2005). Although pronoun use reflects largely unconscious processes, it
can be objectively observed and experimentally manipulated (Pennebaker, 2011).
Pennebaker (2011) suggested that pronoun use can reflect what people are attending to;
for example, use of the word “I” reflects focus on the self, “you” reflects focus on
someone else, and “we” generally reflects a group or couple. Importantly, however, the
word “we” can represent multiple different things depending on the tone and context in
which it is used. For example, it can reflect a unique bond amongst two individuals (e.g.,
“We” are in love), it can represent a large group of individuals (e.g., “We” must fight for
our rights), it can be more exclusionary (i.e., “we” as in “us, but not you” or “We” will
be leaving now), or it can be directed towards a particular individual (we [read “you”]
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were late; we [read “I”] do not find that funny]). Although only a small part of any given
sentence, pronouns can convey a variety of different things. Pronouns can also serve as
markers of self-vs. group identity and interdependent vs. independent relationships
(Pennebaker et al., 2003).
Research by Gardner and colleagues (1999) suggested that independent vs.
interdependent self-concepts can be experimentally primed by altering pronoun use in a
given interaction. This finding was examined in more detail by Fitzsimons and Kay
(2004), who explored whether the experimental manipulation of pronoun use altered
perceptions of relationship closeness and quality. Looking specifically at friendship and
acquaintance relationships, Fitzsimons and Kay conducted three studies: the first
involved participants reading descriptions of a friendship (pronoun use was
manipulated); the second examined participant use of “we” vs other pronouns when
describing their own closest friendships; and the third examined participant pronoun use
during a novel interaction. In all cases, perceptions of closeness and relationship quality
were assessed. Results revealed that the pronouns people use, regardless of their
conscious awareness of it, do appear to convey underlying meanings that influence both
their own and others’ perceptions of a given relationship. For instance, individuals are
more likely to use the term “we” over time, which increases perceptions of closeness.
Interestingly, the experimentally imposed message of support used by Fizell
(2011) incorporated more “you” than “we” language, which may have primed an
independent self-concept. Although this message may have been comforting for those
higher in attachment avoidance, those higher in attachment anxiety may have
misinterpreted it as a sign of abandonment. This variation could explain the curious
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findings, particularly for those higher in attachment anxiety, who might have viewed the
message as a sign that they would have to cope alone without their partner by their side.
Viewing a stressor as a joint problem to be tackled together (i.e., communal coping;
Lyons et al., 1998), rather than something to be handled alone with only verbal support
from a partner, may be particularly comforting for individuals high in attachment
anxiety as it eases their fear of abandonment.
Pronoun use is associated with relationship satisfaction, physical health and
well-being, perceptions of communication quality, and relationship stability (Biesen et
al., 2016; Buehlman et al., 1992; Robbins et al., 2013; Rohrbaugh et al., 2008; Sillers, et
al., 1997; Simmons, et al., 2005; Slatcher et al., 2008; Williams-Baucom et al., 2010).
However, these relationships have not always been clear, consistent, or in the
theoretically predicted direction. Findings have been particularly inconsistent with
respect to the association of we-use and relationship satisfaction. For example, Slatcher
and colleagues (2008) examined the relationship between couples’ language use in daily
instant messaging conversations and relationship satisfaction. It was found that higher
levels of “I” use were associated with higher levels of relationship satisfaction,
presumably due to increased levels of self-disclosure. No relationship was found
between “we” use and relationship satisfaction, which is surprising given that the work
of Fitzsimmons and Kay (2004) suggested that “we” use increases perceptions of
relationship closeness. To further explore some of these inconsistencies in the existing
literature, Williams-Baucom and colleagues (2010) examined pronoun use in a problemsolving context and explored whether it differs amongst couples defined as either
distressed or nondistressed according to scores on several measures of relationship
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satisfaction. Distressed couples were observed to use more “you” and “me” focused
pronouns and fewer “we” focused pronouns than nondistressed couples. Interestingly,
“I” focused pronouns were positively associated with relationship satisfaction for
distressed couples, but negatively associated with relationship satisfaction for
nondistressed couples. Williams-Baucom et al. concluded that we-focused pronouns
may be better indicators of commitment or closeness than of relationship satisfaction but
acknowledged that this may differ when pronouns are used in a support-related context.
Although a significant amount of research has been conducted on pronoun use
and communication in relationships, there is a paucity of studies investigating
attachment and pronoun use in romantic relationships, particularly in the context of
social support. Following up on the results from Fizell (2011), LeBlanc (2015)
examined the relationship between attachment style, pronoun use, and perceived support
in an emotionally supportive message. After experiencing an imagined stressful
scenario, participants read either a dependently worded (i.e., we-focused) message of
support or an independently worded (i.e., you-focused) message of support. Given their
tendency to focus in on possible signs of rejection or abandonment, individuals higher in
attachment anxiety were expected to perceive the dependently worded message as more
supportive than the independently worded message. Alternatively, individuals higher in
attachment avoidance were expected to perceive the independently worded message as
more supportive than the dependently worded message, given their preference for
maintaining a safe emotional distance. Although these hypotheses were not supported,
interesting trends were revealed suggesting that individuals with differing attachment
styles do perceive support differently. For instance, individuals higher in attachment
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avoidance did not find either message to be supportive. Individuals higher in attachment
anxiety, as predicted, perceived significantly lower levels of support when presented
with the independently worded message than did those lower in attachment anxiety;
however, they also perceived significantly lower levels of support when reading the
dependently worded message than did those lower in attachment anxiety. When
controlling for attachment avoidance, these relationships were no longer significant.
These results are somewhat surprising; however, it should be noted that participants in
LeBlanc’s study were simply instructed to read the respective message of support and
were not cued to focus on any specific aspect of the support, as was the case with Fizell
(2011). Without being encouraged to focus in on the supportive elements of the
message, participants higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance are more likely to
process the support naturally (i.e., in a potentially biased manner, as predicted by preexisting working models). Consequently, the support may not have been interpreted the
way it was intended. Further research combining the approaches of both Fizell (2011)
and LeBlanc (2015) could provide a more complete picture of the relationships between
attachment, pronoun use, and perceptions of support.
The Current Research
As discussed above, attachment is associated with both psychological and
relational well-being, with insecure individuals reporting lower levels of well-being
overall (Holt-Lundstad et al., 2010; Pietromonaco & Beck, 2019). Based on existing
research, it appears that insecurely attached individuals perceive and process
information differently due to inherent biases in their working models of relationships
(Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000; Rholes et al., 2007). These biases may prevent them

30
from accessing and receiving the support they need, creating tension in their existing
relationships. Further research contributing to the identification and correction of
maladaptive patterns of thinking and relating when it comes to social support may not
only improve relationship quality and satisfaction, but also improve the overall health
and well-being of insecurely attached individuals. Such research could have important
clinical implications for approaches such as Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy
(EFT), which aims to foster more secure patterns of relating by improving the
identification and communication of attachment-related needs between partners
(Domingue & Mollen, 2009; Johnson & Whiffen, 1991).
Interpersonal relationships play an important role in our day-to-day lives,
influencing both our physical and psychological health. The aim of the present research
program was to highlight how to improve communication and enhance the relationship
quality of insecurely attached individuals, thereby increasing overall well-being. The
current research examined patterns of supportive communication in more detail,
focusing on how biases present in existing working models of attachment may shape the
way support is perceived and processed. Study 1 investigated the influence of
attachment, focused attention, and pronoun use on the processing of an emotionally
supportive message from an intimate partner. Study 2 explored how actively reflecting
on and processing thoughts, feelings, and reactions to a personally relevant example of
support influenced the relationships between attachment and perceptions of partner
closeness, relationship satisfaction, and well-being.
It should be noted that “well-being” and/or “psychological well-being” are broad
terms used in the psychological literature to describe how well individuals are doing in
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their lives (Diener, Pressman et al., 2017, Diener et al., 2018). For the purposes of the
current research, well-being was assessed in terms of participants’ subjective
evaluations of their lives, or their subjective well-being. These evaluations consist of
both cognitive reflections and affective feelings (Diener, Heintzelman et al., 2017).
By examining the way support is perceived and processed, the current research
sought to contribute to our understanding of how insecure individuals respond to
support under stress, and the influence this has on well-being. In addition to enhancing
our theoretical understanding of social cognition and behaviour in romantic
relationships, this program of research has important clinical implications for couple
communication and support in both day-to-day and therapeutic settings.
CHAPTER TWO: STUDY 1
Research by Fizell (2011) suggested that attachment, perceptions of emotional
support, and the way emotional support is processed influences relationship satisfaction
and well-being. Due to the small sample size and other methodological limitations of
Fizell’s (2011) initial study, the nature of the relationships between these variables was
somewhat unclear. Clarifying the conditions for which support may be perceived more
positively and for whom could help to determine how we can foster more positive
support experiences for insecurely attached individuals. Follow-up research by LeBlanc
(2015) suggested that the language used to communicate support between partners (i.e.,
pronoun use) may be important to consider. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety are
hypervigilent to signs of rejection or abandonment. Consequently, they may take
comfort in the use of interdependent (i.e., we) vs. independent (i.e., you) language.
Those higher in attachment avoidance are typically uncomfortable with closeness and,
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as a result, may be more comfortable with independent vs. interdependent language in
supportive messages. By recruiting a larger number of participants and addressing the
limitations present in Fizell (2011) and LeBlanc (2015), Study 1 expanded upon
previous work by manipulating the language used in supportive messages (i.e.,
independent vs. interdependent pronoun use) as well as the style of processing (i.e.,
processing support naturally vs. directed focus on emotional content) to clarify the
specific aspects of emotionally supportive messages that may be important for insecure
individuals and their overall well-being. Very little research exists examining pronoun
use within an attachment context. By exploring both pronoun use and processing style as
moderators of the relationship between attachment and well-being, Study 1 addressed an
important gap in existing research. Based on previously reviewed literature, it was
hypothesized that:
1. The way emotional support was perceived and processed (i.e., natural processing
vs. directed focus) would moderate the association between attachment and both
relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being. It was expected that the
association between attachment and both relationship satisfaction and subjective
well-being would be moderated by the way the emotional support was processed.
Specifically, individuals higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance were
expected to report higher levels of both relationship satisfaction and subjective
well-being if they directly focused on the emotional content of the support
provided, rather than processing the support naturally.
2. Pronoun use (i.e., independent vs. interdependent wording) in an emotionally
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supportive message would moderate the association between attachment and
both relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being.
a. Given their hypervigilance towards possible signs of rejection or
abandonment, it was expected that individuals higher in attachment
anxiety would report higher levels of relationship satisfaction and
subjective well-being when presented with an interdependently worded
(i.e., we-focused) message vs. an independently worded (i.e., youfocused) message than those lower in attachment anxiety.
b. Given their discomfort with emotional closeness, individuals higher in
attachment avoidance were expected to report higher levels of
relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being when presented with
an independently worded (i.e., you-focused) message) vs. an
interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused) message compared to those
lower in attachment avoidance.

3. The associations between attachment, relationship satisfaction and subjective
well-being would be moderated by both pronoun use and the way support was
processed. In other words, it was expected that pronoun use (i.e., independent vs.
interdependent wording) would interact with both the way supportive messages
were processed (i.e., natural processing vs. directed focus) as well as attachment
to predict relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being.
a. Independently worded (i.e., you-focused) vs. interdependently worded
(i.e., we-focused) messages of support were expected to trigger the
insecurities of individuals higher in attachment anxiety, resulting in lower
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relationship satisfaction and poorer subjective well-being vs. those lower
on attachment anxiety. It was predicted that this association would be
further moderated by the way support was processed, such that those
higher in attachment anxiety would report lower relationship satisfaction
and poorer subjective well-being in the directed focus condition vs. the
natural processing condition when presented with an independently
worded (i.e., you-focused) message of support.
b. Interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused) vs. independently worded
(i.e., you-focused) messages of support were expected to trigger the
insecurities of those higher in attachment avoidance, resulting in lower
relationship satisfaction and poorer subjective well-being. It was
predicted that this association would be accentuated when participants
were encouraged to focus specifically on signs of unconditional
emotional support. This association was expected to be further moderated
by the way support was processed, such that those higher in attachment
avoidance would report lower relationship satisfaction and poorer
subjective well-being in the directed focus condition vs. the natural
processing condition when presented with an interdependently worded
(i.e., we-focused) message of support.
For exploratory purposes, open ended responses detailing participants’
subjective reactions to the support provided were examined qualitatively using an
inductive thematic approach. The blend of quantitative and qualitative elements in the
research design of Study 1 was unique and made another important contribution to the
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existing literature. A summary the hypotheses, the associated analyses, and research
contributions for Study 1 are presented in Table 1.
Method
Participants
Taking into account the number of predictors and type of analyses, an a priori
power analysis was conducted using G*Power software. This analysis suggested that a
sample of at least 150 participants was necessary to detect a medium effect size at the
traditional .05 level of statistical significance. Participants were recruited through
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) and were compensated $1.50 (US) in exchange for
their participation. It should be noted that previous research has found that paper-andpencil and internet data collection methods are generally equivalent with respect to
measurement on self-report instruments (Weigold et al., 2013). Participants were
screened prior to the study to ensure they were currently involved in a committed
romantic relationship for a period of at least six months. Earlier research has suggested
that it can take up to two years for a romantic attachment bond to be established (Hazan
& Zeifman, 1994); however, more recent research suggests that romantic attachments
form more quickly, with features of an attachment bond present after as little as three
months (Gillath et al., 2016; Heffernan et al., 2012). As a relationship continues to
develop, these bonds are further strengthened. A restriction of six months was selected
for the present study to maximize participant inclusion while also increasing the
likelihood of an attachment bond.
A total of 248 participants accessed the online link to initiate the current study.
After data screening and cleaning procedures (see Study 1 Results), the final sample
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consisted of 195 individuals (87 females, 107 males, 1 gender non-disclosed).
Participants ranged in age from 19 to 72 years (M = 35.51; 90% between the ages of 19
and 50); 71.8% of participants reported residing in the United States and 28.2% reported
residing in Canada. Most participants reported at least some college or university
education (89.2%). All participants indicated full fluency in English and the vast
majority (92.3%) identified English as their first language. Most participants identified
as heterosexual (87.2%) and over half of participants were married or common-law
(59%). Relationship length ranged from 6 to 595 months (M = 95.33, SD = 101.93; Mdn
= 60.00). A comprehensive description of participant characteristics can be found in
Table 2.
Materials
Demographics Questionnaire
Participants completed a short demographics questionnaire to gather background
information regarding their age, gender, place of birth, education, relationship status,
and relationship history (see Appendix B).
Attachment
Attachment was assessed using the Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised
questionnaire (ECR-R; Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000; see Appendix C). The scale is
comprised of two subscales, each consisting of 18 items, which measure attachment
anxiety and attachment avoidance. Participants respond using a 7-point Likert type
response scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Scores for each
subscale are obtained by averaging the 18 corresponding items, with higher scores
reflecting greater anxiety or avoidance. A low score on both subscales reflects
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attachment security. The ECR-R demonstrates high internal reliability (Cronbach’s
alphas of .90 or higher; Fraley, 2012), and has been recognized as a highly reliable and
valid measurement of attachment (Sibley, et al., 2005; Sibley & Liu, 2004). In the
current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .95 for the anxiety subscale, .93 for the avoidance
subscale, and .96 for the full scale.
Perceptions of Support
Participants’ perceptions of the support provided during the present study were
assessed using the Perceived Support Questionnaire (PSQ; see Appendix D). Drawing
from both the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (MSPSS; Zimet et
al., 1988) and the Social Support Appraisals Scale (SS-A; Vaux et al., 1986), the PSQ is
a 23-item scale developed for use in the current program of research. Participants
respond to each item using a 7-point Likert-type response scale, ranging from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores are indicative of greater levels
of perceived support. When used by LeBlanc (2015), the PSQ demonstrated a high level
of internal consistency, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .94. The PSQ demonstrated
consistently high reliability in the current study ( = .96). The PSQ demonstrates good
face validity; however, additional validity information is needed. The PSQ was
correlated in the expected direction with other study measures. Additionally, PSQ total
scores were found to be significantly positively correlated with composite scores for
perceptions of received support (r = .48, p < .001) and support adequacy (r = .56, p <
.001) on the Support in Intimate Relationships Rating Scale - Revised (SIRRS-R; Barry
et al., 2009). The SIRRS-R is an established 25-item measure that examines global
perceptions of received social support in romantic relationships. It was administered as a
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supplementary measure during the data collection phase for purposes outside the scope
of the present study.
Relationship Satisfaction and Quality
Relationship quality was assessed using two measures, each examining slightly
different aspects of the relationship. Participants’ feelings toward their intimate
relationship were assessed using the Global Measure of Relationship Satisfaction
(GMREL; Lawrance & Byers, 1998; see Appendix H). The GMREL is a five-item
measure prompting participants to rate their overall relationship with their partner using
7-point bipolar anchored response scales: good-bad, pleasant-unpleasant, positivenegative, satisfying-unsatisfying, valuable-worthless. Scores range from 5 to 35, with
higher scores indicating greater relationship satisfaction. The GMREL has good testretest reliability, demonstrates high internal consistency (Lawrence & Byers, 1998), and
significantly correlates with the Dyadic Adjustment Scale (Spanier, 1976), a wellestablished measure of relationship satisfaction. The instructions on the GMREL were
slightly modified for use in the present study. The original GMREL prompts participants
to rate their overall relationship with their partner. In the present study, participants were
asked to rate how they would feel about their relationship if their partner were to
provide them with a similar message of support to the one that was presented in the
study. Only the instructions for the GMREL were modified - all items and rating scales
remained the same. The GMREL demonstrated high internal consistency in the present
study ( = .96).
Participants’ perception of connectedness with their partner was assessed using
the Unidimensional Relationship Closeness Scale (URCS; Dibble et al., 2012; see
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Appendix I). The URCS is a brief, 12-item measure of emotional and behavioural
interdependence. While thinking about their romantic relationship, participants respond
to each item using a 7-point Likert type response scale, ranging from 1 (Strongly
Disagree) to 7 (Strongly Agree). Scores for each item are averaged to create an overall
closeness score, with higher scores representing a greater degree of relationship
closeness. The URCS has high internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha values ranging
from .92 to .99; Dibble et al., 2012) and test-retest reliability. Cronbach’s alpha for use
in the current study was .96. The URCS demonstrates substantial within-couple
agreement amongst romantic partners (intraclass correlation = .41; Dibble et al., 2012).
It also has been shown to correlate with the Inclusion of Self in Other Scale (IOS; Aron
et al., 1992; r (186) = .58), another established measure of relationship closeness
(Dibble et al., 2012).
Subjective Well-Being
Diener, Heintzelman, and colleagues (2017) define subjective well-being as a
multidimensional construct that encompasses the experience of positive emotion and life
satisfaction/fulfillment along with low levels of negative emotion. Subjective well-being
was assessed for the current study in accordance with this definition.
Participants’ mood was assessed using the Positive Affect and Negative Affect
Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988; see Appendix J). This measure consists of 20
items, 10 representing positive affect and 10 representing negative affect. Participants
respond to each item using a 5-point Likert type response scale, ranging from 1 (very
slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). These responses reflect the extent to which each
item describes participants’ feelings at the present moment. Higher scores indicate
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higher levels of that particular type of affect. The PANAS demonstrates high convergent
and discriminant validity (Watson et al., 1988). It also has been shown to be a reliable
measurement of mood, regardless of the time frame that is used (i.e., at the present
moment, over the past few weeks, etc.), with Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from .86
to .90 for positive affect and from .84 to .87 for negative affect (Watson et al., 1988). In
the current study, Cronbach’s alpha was .89 for the positive affect subscale, .95 for
negative affect subscale, and .87 for the full scale.
Global life satisfaction was assessed using the 5-item Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; see Appendix K). Participants respond to each item
on the SWLS using a 7-point Likert-type response scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores are indicative of greater overall life
satisfaction. The SWLS has been consistently shown to be a reliable and valid measure
of life satisfaction, demonstrating high internal consistency, stability, and convergent
validity (Diener et al., 1985; Diener et al., 2013; Pavot et al., 1991). The SWLS
demonstrated a high level of internal consistency in the current study, with a Cronbach’s
alpha of .91.
Scenario and Supportive Messages
As discussed previously, attachment behaviour becomes more salient when an
individual is under stress (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Simpson, & Rholes, 2017).
Consequently, participants were asked to imagine themselves in a mild to moderately
stressful scenario designed to activate their attachment system (see Appendix E). The
scenario used in the present study was developed after consulting Brugha and
colleagues’ (1985) list of commonly stressful/threatening life events. A non-relationship
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specific scenario was selected to minimize confounds with subsequent variables of
interest and to maximize participants’ ability to imagine themselves in a similar
situation. In response to the scenario, participants were presented with a scripted
message of emotional support (see Appendix F and G), imagining that it was from their
romantic partner. These messages were developed using the literature on attachment and
support as a guide. To ensure these items were realistic, believable, and likely to activate
the attachment system, both the scenario and associated messages of support were pilot
tested prior to selection and use in the present study.
Pilot Study: Scenario and Supportive Messages. Two potential work-related
scenarios ranging in complexity and intensity (i.e., job loss only vs. job loss +
subsequent inability to purchase new home; see Appendix E and T, respectively) were
piloted with a unique sample of 44 participants (18 females, 26 males), together with
associated messages of emotional support (see Appendices F, G, & V). Participants
were recruited for the pilot study online using MTurk and were compensated with $1.00
(US) in exchange for their participation. All pilot study materials were made available to
MTurk participants through Qualtrics, a secure online survey tool. Pilot study
participants ranged in age from 19 to 55 years (M = 35.02, SD = 9.01); 61.4% reported
residing in Canada and 38.6% in the United States. Most participants reported at least
some college or university education (88.6%) and the vast majority identified as
heterosexual (95.5%). With respect to relationship status, more than half of participants
were married or common-law (56.8%); an additional 34.1% were seriously
dating. Relationship length ranged from 6 to 432 months (M = 90.41, SD = 96.96).

42
After providing their informed consent (see Appendix S), participants completed
a brief demographics questionnaire as well as the ECR-R. They were then randomly
assigned to one of the two scenarios, both of which described a work-related stressor.
Participants were encouraged to imagine themselves experiencing the scenario described
and subsequently rated it for stressfulness and realism using 5-point Likert type response
scales (see Appendix U). Participants were then presented with two possible messages
of support. Following each individual message, participants provided ratings for
perceived supportiveness, helpfulness, and realism using 5-point Likert type response
scales (see Appendix W). All participants were then debriefed and thanked for their
participation (see Appendix X).
The pilot data file was examined for inaccuracies, inconsistencies, and missing
data. All 44 cases were retained and missing data was observed to be extremely
minimal. The pilot data were screened for univariate outliers as well as for assumptions
of normality and homogeneity of variance. No major violations were found. In general,
the sample displayed moderate levels of attachment anxiety (M = 3.20, SD = 1.34) and
attachment avoidance (M = 2.62, SD = .85). An equal number of participants were
assigned to each scenario. A series of t-tests were used to explore possible differences
between the two scenarios with respect to how well the participants were able to
imagine themselves experiencing the assigned scenario and how stressful, realistic, and
relatable they perceived it to be. No significant differences were found. Consequently,
the less complicated (i.e., job loss only) scenario was selected for use in the current
study. Participants (N = 22) reported finding the “job loss only” scenario relatively easy
to imagine (M = 3.36, SD =1.14), quite stressful (M = 3.91, SD = 1.02), quite realistic
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(M =3.64, SD = .66), and very relatable (M = 4.50, SD = .51). No statistically significant
differences were found between the independently worded (i.e., you-focused) and
interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused) messages of support in terms of perceived
supportiveness, helpfulness, or relatability. In general, participants assigned to the “job
loss only” scenario found the messages to be quite supportive (M = 4.02, SD = 1.02),
quite helpful (M = 3.73, SD = 1.07), and quite close to something their partner might
actually say in a similar situation (M = 3.80, SD = 1.13).
Summary Questionnaire
At the end of Study 1, participants were presented with a summary questionnaire
(see Appendix L). Participants were asked to rate how easily they were able to imagine
themselves in the scenario, how stressful they found the scenario to be, and how helpful
they found the support provided using 5-point Likert-type response scales ranging from
1 (not at all well; not at all stressful; not at all helpful, respectively) to 5 (extremely
well; extremely stressful; extremely helpful, respectively). Using an open-ended response
format, the final two items on the summary questionnaire were designed to encourage
participants to reflect on the support they received and their personal support
preferences in more detail. The summary questionnaire was developed solely for the
purposes of the current study.
Survey platform
The questionnaire package and associated stimuli were made available to MTurk
participants through Qualtrics. Qualtrics servers are protected by high-end firewall
systems and Transport Layer Security encryption (Qualtrics, 2020); thus, the privacy
and confidentiality of participants’ responses were protected.
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Procedure
Study 1 was listed as an available HIT (i.e., human intelligence task) on the MTurk website. Participants were invited to take part in a study examining how people
experience support in stressful situations. Participation was restricted to those residing in
Canada or the United States and to workers with high approval rates. Potential
participants were reminded that they must be in a committed romantic relationship for a
period of at least six months to participate in the study. They were also advised that
study completion times would be reviewed to deter participants (or bots) from simply
clicking through to the end of the survey. Interested participants were provided with a
link to a consent form detailing the purpose of the study, the requirements, and the
confidentiality of their responses (see Appendix A). Only those who consented to
participate in the study were granted access to the online questionnaire package and
stimuli available through Qualtrics. Participants first completed a demographics
questionnaire as well as measures to assess attachment (i.e., ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000)
and perceptions of partner support (i.e., PSQ). The order of presentation for the latter
two measures was automatically counterbalanced by Qualtrics. All participants were
subsequently guided through the same imagined scenario regarding a work-related
stressor. The purpose of this scenario was to activate the attachment system of
participants by creating a mild degree of stress. Participants were then randomly
assigned to one of four conditions by Qualtrics. Participants in Condition 1 were
presented with an independently worded (i.e., “you”) message of support (see Appendix
F), imagining that it was from their romantic partner. Because the message was intended
to be interpreted naturally by participants, no other instructions regarding the message
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were provided. Participants in Condition 2 were presented with an interdependently
worded (i.e., “we”) message of support (see Appendix G), imagining it was from their
partner. Again, no other instructions regarding the message were provided. Participants
in Condition 3 were presented with the same message as Condition 1 but received
additional instructions to increase focus on signs of unconditional support (a definition
was provided). Thus, in addition to being presented with an independently worded
message, these participants’ focus was directed specifically (i.e., prompted) towards the
emotionally supportive content of the message. Participants in Condition 4 were
presented with the same message as those in Condition 2 (i.e., the interdependently
worded message) but, again, were encouraged to focus specifically on signs of
unconditional support. All participants then completed measures to assess their
subjective well-being (i.e., PANAS, Watson, et al., 1988; SWLS, Diener et al., 1985)
and their satisfaction with the relationship (i.e., URCS; Dibble et al., 2012; GMREL,
Lawrance & Byers, 1998). The order of presentation for these questionnaires was
automatically counterbalanced by Qualtrics.
To maximize data quality, a total of five attention checks (e.g., If you are paying
attention, select “strongly disagree”) were randomly inserted amongst questionnaire
items on Qualtrics. At the end of the study, participants were presented with a summary
questionnaire (see Appendix L) to examine their reactions to the scenario and supportive
message. Finally, participants were presented with a debriefing form (see Appendix M)
outlining the purpose and implications of the research, as well as relevant contact
information for the primary researcher and other mental health supports. Participants
were compensated for their participation via direct deposit into their MTurk website
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account following submission of a unique survey completion code from the debriefing
form. No identifying information was required or collected.
Results
Data Screening and Conditioning
The data file was first examined for inaccuracies and inconsistencies (e.g.,
evidence of random/problematic responding, multiple entries from the same IP address,
data entry errors, bot entries) as well as for missing data. A total of 248 participants
initiated the study on Qualtrics; 42 of these participants were flagged for partial
completion (i.e., they did not submit their responses or completed only a very minimal
portion of the study) and were removed from the dataset. Upon further screening, data
from an additional eight participants were removed due to random/problematic
responding and/or multiple survey submissions. Two participants who specified that
they were not currently in a committed romantic relationship were excluded from
subsequent analyses. These screening steps resulted in a total sample size of 196 cases.
Based on the examination of both descriptive statistics and frequency
distributions, no data entry errors were observed. Results from an SPSS Missing Values
Analysis suggested no concerns with respect to the quantity or pattern of missing data
across study variables. No changes were made to the small amount of missing data.
The data were screened for univariate outliers by calculating z-scores for each of
the variables. As per Tabachnick and Fidell (2019), cases with standardized scores
greater than +/- 3.29 were examined as potential univariate outliers. Two cases
associated with the Relationship Satisfaction variable were flagged as possible outliers.
The corresponding histogram was examined; both cases were retained as they were
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continuous with the rest of the distribution. Multivariate outliers were examined using
Cook’s distance and Mahalanobis distance. One multivariate outlier was detected and
removed from the dataset. Thus, a final sample of 195 cases was used for all subsequent
analyses.
Overall, no major violations were detected for the assumptions of linearity,
normality, homoscedasticity, or independence of residuals. The two relationship
satisfaction measures (i.e., the GMREL and the URCS) were significantly highly
correlated (r = .67). Consequently, these two measures were combined ( = .96) into a
single relationship satisfaction composite score for all major analyses. To further control
for multicollinearity in the data, all continuous predictor variables (i.e., attachment
anxiety and attachment avoidance) were mean centred. All interaction terms were
formed using the products of these centred variables.
Sample Characteristics
The demographics of the sample have been described previously and are referred
to in Table 2. In general, the sample displayed moderate levels of attachment anxiety (M
= 3.01, SD = 1.44) and attachment avoidance (M = 2.55, SD = 1.05). Most participants
reported finding those closest to them, including their partner, to be completely (64.1%)
or somewhat (30.8%) supportive. Attachment insecurity was associated with lower
levels of general perceived support, with participants higher in attachment anxiety (r = .30, p < .001) and/or avoidance (r = -.51, p < .001) describing those closest to them as
significantly less supportive. Looking at partner support more specifically, the sample
again displayed relatively high levels of perceived support overall (PSQ; M = 135.13,
SD = 24.24). Attachment insecurity, however, was associated with lower levels of
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perceived partner support, with participants higher in attachment anxiety (r = -.53, p <
.001) and/or avoidance (r = -.75, p < .001) reporting significantly lower levels of
support from their partners on the PSQ.
More than half of participants (52.3%) reported being able to imagine
themselves experiencing the scenario provided extremely well; an additional 35.4%
reported being able to imagine themselves experiencing the scenario quite well. Most
participants reported finding the scenario moderately to extremely stressful (72.3%).
The majority of participants found the support provided to be either quite (41.5%) or
extremely (40%) helpful. Only 2.1% of participants identified the support as not at all
helpful. Interestingly, perceived helpfulness was significantly correlated with attachment
avoidance (r = -.30, p < .001), but not with attachment anxiety (r = -.09, p = .22). When
asked how similar the support provided was to something their partner might actually
say, 27.2% of participants identified the support as extremely close; an additional 39%
and 14.9% identified the support as being quite or moderately close, respectively. Only
7.2% of participants described the support as not at all close to something their partner
might actually say.
Principal Analyses
Prior to conducting the principal analyses, a series of t-tests were used to explore
possible gender differences in the data. In general, female participants were significantly
older (M = 37.31 years, SD = 11.37) than male participants (M = 34.10 years, SD =
9.86), t(171) = 2.07, p = .04,  = .33; degrees of freedom were adjusted from 191 to 171
as Levene’s test indicated unequal variances. Furthermore, on average, female
participants reported lengthier relationships with their partners (M = 120.16 months, SD
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= 116.84) than did male participants (M = 75.81 months, SD = 83.66). This difference
was statistically significant, t(151) = 2.97, p = .003,  = .53; degrees of freedom were
adjusted from 192 to 151 as Levene’s test indicated unequal variances. No other
significant differences were found. Possible differences in sociodemographic data,
attachment insecurity (i.e., attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance), and study
variables (i.e., relationship satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, and satisfaction
with life) between study conditions were examined using one-way ANOVA tests. No
significant differences were found.
Descriptive statistics for all study variables can be found in Tables 3 and 4.
Zero-order correlations among study variables are presented in Table 5. In general,
higher levels of attachment anxiety were associated with significantly lower relationship
satisfaction, r = -.43, p < .001; significantly higher negative affect, r = .53, p < .001; and
significantly lower satisfaction with life, r = -.19, p = .009. Similarly, higher levels of
attachment avoidance were associated with significantly lower relationship satisfaction,
r = -.72, p < .001; significantly higher negative affect, r = .51, p <.001; and significantly
lower satisfaction with life, r = -.36, p < .001.
Four hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted to predict each of the
dependent variables (i.e., relationship satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, and
satisfaction with life) using attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, processing style,
and pronoun use as the predictor variables of interest. For each regression, age, gender,
and relationship length were entered in as control variables on Step 1. Attachment
anxiety, attachment avoidance, processing style, and pronoun use were added in on Step
2, all two-way interactions were added in on Step 3 (i.e., anxiety by avoidance,
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processing style by anxiety, processing style by avoidance, pronoun use by anxiety,
pronoun use by avoidance, and processing style by pronoun use), all three-way
interactions were added in on Step 4 (i.e., anxiety by avoidance by processing style,
anxiety by avoidance by pronoun use, anxiety by processing style by pronoun use, and
avoidance by processing style by pronoun use), and the four-way interaction was added
in on Step 5 (i.e., anxiety by avoidance by processing style by pronoun use). All
significant interactions were followed up with simple slopes analysis. Given the number
of regressions and predictors, a conservative alpha level of .01 was used to evaluate
statistical significance.
Lastly, for exploratory purposes, open ended responses detailing participants’
subjective reactions to the support provided were examined qualitatively using an
inductive thematic approach. Inductive thematic analysis is a flexible method used in
qualitative research for identifying and exploring themes grounded in the data as
opposed to those stemming from existing theories and research (Clarke & Braun, 2006;
Clarke et al., 2015). Participants were asked to reflect on and share what they found
most helpful about the support provided as well as what they might have preferred from
their partner in a similar situation. Responses to these two questions were thoroughly
reviewed. Emerging patterns were identified and highlighted. These patterns were then
organized into preliminary themes.
A summary of the main hypotheses, principal analyses, and associated results for
Study 1 can be found in Table 1. Supplementary analyses for Study 1 are included in
Appendix Y.
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Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Relationship Satisfaction
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 6). These
variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in relationship satisfaction,
F(3, 189) = .70, p = .55; R2 = .01. The addition of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, processing style, and pronoun use at Step 2 significantly improved model
prediction, accounting for an additional 52.8% of the variance in relationship
satisfaction, Fchange(4, 185) = 52.98, p < .001. Attachment avoidance uniquely predicted
a significant amount of variance, with participants higher in attachment avoidance
reporting lower levels of relationship satisfaction. This main effect was qualified by a
significant two-way interaction between attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance
(p < .001). Adding the two-way interactions on Step 3 increased the variance explained
in relationship satisfaction by 4.6%, Fchange(6, 179) = 3.27, p = .004. Thus, a total of
57.4% of the variance in relationship satisfaction was explained by the predictor
variables of interest and two-way interactions.
Hypothesis 1 predicted that processing style (i.e., natural processing vs. directed
focus) would moderate the association between attachment and relationship satisfaction.
Contrary to prediction, neither the attachment avoidance by processing style interaction
nor the attachment anxiety by processing style interaction made a significant unique
contribution to the prediction of relationship satisfaction. Hypothesis 2 proposed that
pronoun use (i.e., independent vs. interdependent wording) would moderate the
association between attachment and relationship satisfaction. Again, neither the anxiety
by pronoun use interaction nor the avoidance by pronoun use interaction made a
significant unique contribution to the prediction of relationship satisfaction. As noted,
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the only significant two-way interaction was between attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance. This interaction is presented in Figure 1. With increasing attachment
avoidance, relationship satisfaction varied depending on level of attachment anxiety.
When attachment anxiety was lower, there was a significant negative linear relationship
(b = -.55, SE = .08, p < .001) between attachment avoidance and relationship
satisfaction. When attachment anxiety was higher, there was an even more pronounced,
significant negative relationship between attachment avoidance and relationship
satisfaction (b = -.93, SE = .08, p < .001). Thus, at higher levels of attachment avoidance
those with higher levels of attachment anxiety reported the lowest relationship
satisfaction. At lower levels of attachment avoidance the opposite was true.

Figure 1
The Two-Way Interaction Between Attachment Avoidance and Attachment Anxiety
Predicting Relationship Satisfaction
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Hypothesis 3 specified that both processing style and pronoun use together
would moderate the association between attachment and relationship satisfaction. The
three-way interactions entered on Step 4 did not significantly explain additional variance
in relationship satisfaction, Fchange(4, 175) = 1.23, p = .30, R2 = .01. Thus, contrary to
prediction, neither the attachment anxiety by processing style by pronoun use interaction
nor the attachment avoidance by processing style by pronoun use interaction made a
significant unique contribution to the prediction of relationship satisfaction. Similarly,
the four-way interaction entered in at Step 5 did not significantly explain additional
variance in relationship satisfaction, Fchange(1, 174) = 3.85, p = .05; R2 = .01.
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Positive Affect
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 7). These
variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in positive affect, F(3, 188) =
2.62, p = .05 ; R2 = .04. Interestingly, the inclusion of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, processing style, and pronoun use on Step 2 did not explain a significant
amount of variance in positive affect, R2 = .05, Fchange(4, 184) = 2.31, p = .06, but the
two-way interactions entered on Step 3 did. Adding the two-way interactions on Step 3
significantly increased the variance explained in positive affect by 9.6%, Fchange(6, 178)
= 3.47, p = .003.
Hypothesis 1 specified that processing style (i.e., natural processing vs. directed
focus) would moderate the association between attachment and subjective well-being.
Contrary to prediction, neither the attachment avoidance by processing style interaction
nor the attachment anxiety by processing style interaction made a significant unique
contribution to the prediction of positive affect. Hypothesis 2 specified that pronoun use
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(i.e., independent vs. interdependent wording) would moderate the association between
attachment and subjective well-being. Again, neither the anxiety by pronoun use
interaction nor the avoidance by pronoun use interaction made a significant unique
contribution to the prediction of positive affect. The only significant two-way interaction
was between attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance. This interaction is presented
in Figure 2. At lower levels of attachment anxiety there was a significant negative
relationship between attachment avoidance and positive affect (b = -4.09, SE = .99, p <
.001). That is, higher levels of avoidance were associated with lower positive affect.
When attachment anxiety was higher, however, there was no significant relationship
between attachment avoidance and positive affect (b = .57, SE = 1.01, p = .58).

Figure 2
The Two-Way Interaction Between Attachment Anxiety and Attachment Avoidance
Predicting Positive Affect
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Hypothesis 3 specified that both processing style and pronoun use together
would moderate the association between attachment and subjective well-being. The
three-way interactions entered in on Step 4 did not significantly explain additional
variance in positive affect, Fchange(4, 174) = 1.88, p = .12; R2 = .03. Thus, contrary to
prediction, neither the attachment anxiety by processing style by pronoun use interaction
nor the attachment avoidance by processing style by pronoun use interaction made a
significant unique contribution to the prediction of positive affect. Likewise, the fourway interaction entered in at Step 5 did not significantly explain additional variance in
positive affect, Fchange(1, 173) = 0.68, p = .41; R2 = .00.
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Negative Affect
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 8). These
variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in negative affect, F(3, 189) =
2.17, p = .09; R2 = .03. The addition of attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance,
processing style, and pronoun use at Step 2 significantly improved model prediction,
accounting for an additional 30.2% of the variance in negative affect, Fchange(4, 185) =
21.00, p < .001. Both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance uniquely predicted a
significant amount of variance in negative affect. As expected, participants higher in
attachment avoidance reported higher levels of negative affect. Similarly, participants
higher in attachment anxiety reported higher levels of negative affect. This main effect
was qualified by a significant two-way interaction between attachment anxiety and
pronoun use. The two-way interactions entered on Step 3 significantly increased the
variance explained in negative affect by 7%, Fchange(6, 179) = 3.52, p = .003. A total of
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37.2% of the variance in negative affect was explained by the predictor variables of
interest and two-way interactions.
Hypothesis 1 specified that processing style (i.e., natural processing vs. directed
focus) would moderate the association between attachment and subjective well-being.
Contrary to prediction, neither the attachment avoidance by processing style interaction
nor the attachment anxiety by processing style interaction made a significant unique
contribution to the prediction of negative affect. Hypothesis 2 specified that pronoun use
(i.e., independent vs. interdependent wording) would moderate the association between
attachment and subjective well-being. The avoidance by pronoun use interaction did not
make a significant unique contribution to the prediction of positive affect. In contrast,
the anxiety by pronoun use interaction did uniquely contribute to the prediction of
negative affect. This interaction is presented in Figure 3. In the interdependent (i.e., wefocused) pronoun use condition, there was a significant positive relationship between
attachment anxiety and negative affect (b = 2.81, SE = .56, p < .001). That is, increasing
attachment anxiety was associated with greater negative affect. In the independent (i.e.,
you-focused) pronoun use condition, there was an even more pronounced, significant
positive relationship between attachment anxiety and negative affect (b = 4.56, SE =.62,
p < .001). Thus, at higher levels of attachment anxiety, those presented with the
independently worded message of support reported the highest levels of negative affect,
whereas at lower levels of attachment anxiety they reported the lowest levels of negative
affect. The opposite pattern was observed for those presented with the interdependently
worded message. This finding is in keeping with what was hypothesized.
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Figure 3
The Two-Way Interaction Between Attachment Anxiety and Pronoun Use (i.e,
Independent vs. Interdependent Wording) Predicting Negative Affect
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The three-way interactions entered on Step 4 did not significantly add to model
prediction, Fchange(4, 175) = 2.02, p = .09; R2 = .03. Hypothesis 3 specified that both
processing style and pronoun use together would moderate the association between
attachment and subjective well-being. Contrary to prediction, neither the attachment
anxiety by processing style by pronoun use interaction nor the attachment avoidance by
processing style by pronoun use interaction made a significant unique contribution to the
prediction of negative affect. Similarly, the four-way interaction entered in at Step 5 did
not significantly explain additional variance in negative affect, Fchange(1, 174) = 0.37, p
= .55; R2 = .00.
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Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Satisfaction with Life
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 9).
These variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in satisfaction with life,
F(3, 189) = .69, p = .56; R2 = .01. The addition of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, processing style, and pronoun use at Step 2 significantly improved model
prediction, accounting for an additional 13.2% of the variance in satisfaction with life,
Fchange(4, 185) =7.13, p < .001. Attachment avoidance uniquely predicted a significant
amount of variance, with participants higher in attachment avoidance reporting lower
levels of satisfaction with life. This main effect was qualified by a significant two-way
interaction between attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance (p = .01). Adding the
two-way interactions at Step 3 increased the variance explained in satisfaction with life
by 7.1%, Fchange(6, 179) = 2.70, p = .015. Thus, a total of 20.3% of the variance in
satisfaction with life was explained by the predictor variables of interest and two-way
interactions.
The interaction between attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance uniquely
contributed to prediction of satisfaction with life. This interaction is presented in Figure
4. With increasing attachment avoidance, satisfaction with life varied depending on
level of attachment anxiety. At lower levels of attachment anxiety there was a
significant negative relationship between attachment avoidance and satisfaction with life
(b = -3.69, SE = .78, p < .001). That is, higher levels of attachment avoidance were
associated with lower satisfaction with life. At higher levels of attachment anxiety there
was no significant relationship between attachment avoidance and satisfaction with life
(b = -1.62, SE = .80, p = .04).
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Figure 4
The Two-Way Interaction Between Attachment Anxiety and Attachment Avoidance
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Hypothesis 1 specified that processing style (i.e., natural processing vs. directed
focus) would moderate the association between attachment and subjective well-being.
Contrary to prediction, neither the attachment avoidance by processing style interaction
nor the attachment anxiety by processing style interaction made a significant unique
contribution to the prediction of life satisfaction. Hypothesis 2 specified that pronoun
use (i.e., independent vs. interdependent wording) would moderate the association
between attachment and subjective well-being. Contrary to prediction, the avoidance by
pronoun use interaction did not make a significant unique contribution to the prediction
of satisfaction with life. The anxiety by pronoun use interaction did uniquely contribute
to the prediction of life satisfaction; however, not in the way that was expected. This
interaction is presented in Figure 5. In the independent (i.e., you-focused) pronoun use
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Figure 5
The Two-Way Interaction Between Attachment Anxiety and Pronoun Use (i.e.,
Independent vs. Interdependent Wording) Predicting Satisfaction with Life
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condition, there was no significant relationship between attachment anxiety and
satisfaction with life (b = -.06, SE = .52, p = .91). In the interdependent (i.e., wefocused) pronoun use condition, however, there was a significant negative relationship
between attachment anxiety and satisfaction with life (b = -1.64, SE = .47, p = .001).
That is, increasing attachment anxiety was associated with lower satisfaction with life.
Thus, at higher levels of attachment anxiety, those participants presented with the
interdependently (i.e., we-focused) message of support reported the lowest levels of life
satisfaction. This finding is the opposite of what was hypothesized.
Hypothesis 3 specified that both processing style and pronoun use together
would moderate the association between attachment and subjective well-being. The
three-way interactions entered in on Step 4 did not significantly explain additional
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variance in satisfaction with life, Fchange(4, 175) = 1.81, p = .13; R2 = .03. Thus,
contrary to prediction, neither the attachment anxiety by processing style by pronoun
use interaction nor the attachment avoidance by processing style by pronoun use
interaction made a significant unique contribution to the prediction of satisfaction with
life. Likewise, the four-way interaction entered in at Step 5 did not significantly explain
additional variance in satisfaction with life, Fchange(1, 174) = 1.46, p = .23; R2 = .01.
Results of Exploratory Qualitative Analyses
For exploratory purposes, open ended responses detailing participants’
subjective reactions to the support provided were examined qualitatively using an
inductive thematic approach. Three main themes emerged from the data with respect to
what participants found most helpful about the support provided. These included: 1)
unconditional support; 2) feeling connected to their partner and that they were not alone;
and 3) feeling like they mattered and that someone believed in them. To a lesser extent,
participants also reported finding it helpful to feel reassured by their partner.
When asked what they might have preferred from their partner in a similar
situation, many participants indicated that they were happy with the support provided as
it was articulated. Amongst those who specified alternative support preferences, four
main themes emerged: 1) being able to be physically present with their partner so they
could talk out loud and feel heard; 2) more instrumental or tangible support (e.g.,
offering to take them out somewhere to take their mind off things); 3) more space and
less pressure (e.g., not making suggestions, not saying anything negative); and 4)
reassurance of continued love, support, and commitment.
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Discussion
The purpose of Study 1 was to investigate the influence of attachment, focused
attention, and pronoun use on the processing of an imagined emotionally supportive
message from a partner. It was expected that the association between attachment and
both relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being would be moderated by the way
the support was perceived and processed (i.e., natural processing vs. directed focus;
Hypothesis 1), by the pronouns that were used in the supportive message (i.e.,
independent vs. interdependent wording; Hypothesis 2), and by the interaction of both
processing style and pronoun use (Hypothesis 3). Although initial hypotheses were only
partially supported, some interesting and important findings were revealed.
Attachment, Pronoun Use, and Well-Being
Pronoun use significantly moderated the relationship between attachment anxiety
and some aspects of subjective well-being. Although attachment anxiety was associated
with increased negative affect in general, those higher in attachment anxiety presented
with the independently worded (i.e., you-focused) message of support reported the
highest levels of negative affect. In contrast, at lower levels of attachment anxiety, those
presented with the independently worded message of support reported the lowest
negative affect. Although the independently worded message may have been soothing
for those lower in attachment anxiety, the interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused)
message appears to have been more comforting for those higher in attachment
anxiety.
Individuals higher in attachment anxiety typically have a history of inconsistent
support from loved ones (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016); consequently, emotion and
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attachment-relevant information tends to be more salient for them. They are
hypervigilant towards signs of possible rejection or abandonment (Baldwin & Kay,
2003; Rholes et al., 2007), and tend to focus in on smaller details in social interactions
as a result. In contrast, those lower in attachment anxiety and/or higher in attachment
avoidance tend to focus less on the subtleties of interpersonal communication.
Individuals higher in attachment avoidance defensively distance themselves from
emotional or attachment-related information, whereas those who are more secure (i.e.,
lower in attachment anxiety and avoidance) trust that their partner will be there for them
when needed.
The you-focused pronouns in the independent message of support may have
triggered the insecurities of those higher in attachment anxiety, setting off an emotional
alarm bell. Increasing doubts with respect to the availability of their partner’s love and
support may have increased their experience of negative feelings. On the other hand, the
we-focused pronouns in the interdependent message may have provided greater
reassurance of their partner’s ongoing connectedness and support. The reinforcement
that they would be able to move forward together with their partner may have tempered
doubts with respect to partner availability and responsiveness. Although the we-focused
message on its own was not enough to completely alleviate negative feelings (or to
increase positive ones), it does appear to have acted as a buffer against high levels of
negative affect for those higher in attachment anxiety.
Pronoun use also moderated the relationship between attachment anxiety and
satisfaction with life, although not in the way that was anticipated. A significant,
negative relationship was observed between attachment anxiety and life satisfaction, but
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only for those presented with the interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused) message of
support. This finding is surprising given that those higher in attachment anxiety
typically crave connection and support. The wording of the interdependent message
implies a more active, team-focused approach, whereas the independent message
focuses more on supporting the individual from somewhat of a distance. Given their
attachment histories, one might expect the former to be more appealing for those higher
in attachment anxiety. Moreover, in terms of negative affect, the interdependent (i.e.,
we-focused) message was received somewhat more positively by those higher in
attachment anxiety. Given that both negative affect and satisfaction with life are
components related to subjective well-being (Diener, Heintzelman et al., 2017), it seems
reasonable to expect a similar pattern of results.
The curious findings regarding satisfaction with life may be explained by
examining both working models of attachment and the measurement of subjective wellbeing. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety have typically received inconsistent
support from loved ones in the past and tend to develop a negative self-view, blaming
themselves for the inconsistent love and support they have received (Mikulincer, 1995;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Simpson et al., 1992). Although they continue to
experience a strong desire to feel close to others, they fear rejection and typically doubt
their own worthiness for love. This contradiction between views of self and other
contributes to the ambivalent patterns of behaviour typically associated with anxious
attachment (Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015). The team-focused approach portrayed in the
interdependent message may have created more pressure for those higher in attachment
anxiety by increasing the risk of letting their partner down should they not succeed. The
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increased accountability, together with pre-existing negative self-views and doubts
could explain the strong negative relationship observed between attachment anxiety and
satisfaction with life. Although not necessarily unique to those high in attachment
anxiety, it is interesting to note that one of the common themes that emerged across
participants when asked about support preferences was more space/less pressure.
Well-being was measured in the present study using both the PANAS and the
SWLS. Whereas the PANAS examines positive and negative affect at a particular
moment in time, the SWLS examines satisfaction more generally (i.e., across time).
Momentary shifts in affect may not coincide with more global shifts in life satisfaction.
Although the interdependently worded (i.e., we-focused) message of support was
associated with lower levels of negative affect in the moment for those higher in
attachment anxiety, it was also associated with decreased life satisfaction. Trust that
support will be there takes time to develop, particularly if that support has been
inconsistent or absent in the past. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety tend to be
drawn towards information that supports their pre-existing insecurities and typically
discount information that challenges existing working models (Rholes et al., 2007; Silva
et al., 2012). Similar to the broaden-and-build cycle of attachment security discussed by
Mikulincer and Shaver (2007, 2015, 2020), repeated experiences of support over time
from a partner who is available and responsive may be more likely to translate into
enhanced feelings of security and more global changes to life satisfaction.
A strong negative relationship was observed between attachment anxiety and
relationship satisfaction; however, this was not moderated by pronoun use. Similar to
what was discussed above, this finding may be explored in the context of the broaden-
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and-build cycle of attachment security (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2015), working models of
attachment, and the secure-base script (Waters & Waters, 2006). Securely attached
individuals have learned over time that they can rely on close others to be available,
responsive, and supportive when they encounter challenges or experience emotional
distress. The comfort they receive allows them to relieve distress and more flexibly cope
with the situation at hand, returning with more confidence in their skills and abilities and
their sense of connection and support. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety have
typically received inconsistent support from attachment figures over time; consequently,
they tend to doubt their own worthiness for love and support. Although they continue to
reach out, they are unable to rely on the availability of support and are less likely to
experience a sense of relief or satisfaction. Over time, this pattern can foster
dissatisfaction within the relationship. The pronouns used in the supportive message
may have triggered the insecurities of participants higher in attachment anxiety on a
personal/individual level; however, one brief experience of support may not have been
enough to influence levels of relationship satisfaction more broadly. It would be
interesting to see whether pronoun use could influence the association between
attachment and relationship satisfaction with repeated presentations over time.
It is also certainly possible that other factors may be more important in terms of
influencing or explaining the relationship between attachment and relationship
satisfaction than pronoun use. When asked what they found most helpful about the
support provided in the present study, participants most frequently referred to themes of
unconditional support, enhanced connection, and belonging (i.e., that they mattered and
that someone believed in them). If someone feels connected to their partner and truly
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believes that they will be there for them when needed, the specifics of the support or
how it is provided may be less important for relationship satisfaction.
Although previous research has been somewhat mixed (Brock & Lawrence,
2009; Lorenzo, et al., 2018), the match between the type or intensity of support desired
and the support received also may be important to consider. When asked what they
might have preferred in terms of support in the present study, several common themes
emerged across participants’ responses. While many reported that unconditional
emotional support was helpful, support preferences did vary. Some participants
specified a preference for their partner to be physically present, whereas others preferred
more space and less pressure. Other common themes included more practical support or
increased reassurance of love and commitment. Although the present study did not
examine qualitative responses within the context of attachment, previous research
suggests that support preferences also vary with attachment (Simpson et al., 2007).
Different people prefer different types of support at different times for a variety of
reasons. Having a partner respond in a way that corresponds with one’s preferences and
needs may strengthen relationship satisfaction more directly than the specific manner in
which the support is communicated or processed.
It is important to note that pronoun use did not moderate the relationship
between attachment avoidance and relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being.
When their attachment system becomes activated, individuals higher in attachment
avoidance rely on deactivating strategies to defensively distance themselves emotionally
as a means of self-protection. They prioritize their own independence and refrain from
trusting or relying on others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2014). Because they tend to
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associate closeness with rejection (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016), individuals higher in
attachment avoidance tend to suppress the urge to seek support and are more likely to
actively block out social or emotional information to prevent attachment system
activation (Edelstein & Gillath, 2008; Fraley, Garner, & Shaver, 2000; Zilber et al.,
2007). This approach is very different from that of those higher in attachment anxiety,
who actively seek support yet are hypervigilant for signs of possible rejection or
abandonment. Whereas something as subtle as pronoun use may have been more salient
for those higher in attachment anxiety, it is less likely to have been attended to
(consciously or unconsciously; Mikulincer et al., 2004; Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015) by
those higher in attachment avoidance.
Attachment, Processing Style, and Well-Being
Processing style did not moderate the relationship between attachment and
relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being, nor was it a significant predictor of
relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being on its own. Similarly, the interaction of
processing style and pronoun use did not moderate the relationship between attachment
and relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being. These findings contradicted initial
hypotheses that increased awareness of and attention towards signs of emotional support
may be psychologically and relationally beneficial.
One possible explanation for these findings relates to study design. There is
growing literature suggesting that real or imagined support experiences can boost a
person’s sense of attachment security, both in laboratory and interpersonal contexts
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2020), particularly when such experiences occur repeatedly over
time. For the present study, participants were asked to imagine themselves experiencing
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the scenario and support provided. For those in the directed focus condition, they were
encouraged to specifically attend to signs of emotional support. It is possible that doing
so could potentially circumvent some of the processing biases characteristic of insecure
patterns of attachment. Because participants completed the study online, there is no
perfect way to control the extent to which they understood and adhered to study
instructions. Many MTurk workers are experienced survey takers and are thus able to
progress through questionnaires quite quickly; although this can be an advantage, it also
means that some participants may be less mindful or attentive towards subtle nuances or
instructions (Chandler et al., 2015). Several checks were integrated into the study design
to assess engagement (e.g., review of study completion times; questionnaire items re:
realism and relatability of scenario and support experiences); however, it is very
difficult to determine the degree to which participants were able to fully immerse
themselves in the imagined experience with minimal outside distractions. Furthermore,
as discussed previously, the present study focused on the experience and provision of
one brief snapshot of support. Even if participants were able to fully engage in the
imagined exposure exercise, the manipulation may not have been strong enough to
counteract long-standing processing biases (e.g., disengagement from emotional or
attachment-related content; hypervigilance towards signs of rejection or abandonment).
It would be interesting to see whether these results might be different if participants
were directed to attend to emotionally supportive content across repeated support
experiences over time.
An alternative interpretation for the lack of significant findings with respect to
processing style relates to previous research on support perceptions. As stated
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previously, when it comes to outcomes related to overall health and well-being, the
belief that someone will be available when needed appears to be more strongly
associated with overall health and well-being than the actual support that is provided
(Feeney & Collins, 2015; Sarason et al., 1991; Uchino, 2009). If the actual content of
the support does not matter as much as the belief that it will (or will not) be available,
then attending to or processing it in greater depth may not make much of a difference.
The themes that emerged from qualitative analyses in the present study provide some
support for this explanation. When asked what they found most helpful about the
support provided, participants most frequently referred to the experience of
unconditional support, of feeling connected to their partner/not alone, and of feeling
valued/having someone believe in them. Regardless of attachment, we all have an innate
need to belong and we require the acceptance, love, and support of close others to truly
thrive (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Bowlby, 1968, 1973; Carvallo & Gabriel, 2006;
Feeney & Collins, 2015). It is possible the specific details of how support is processed
on an individual level may be less critical to overall well-being than initially anticipated.
As social creatures, the perception that we are loved, connected to, and supported by
close others may be what truly matters.
The Moderating Role of Attachment Insecurity
Attachment insecurity emerged as a somewhat unanticipated moderator of the
relationship between attachment and both relationship satisfaction and subjective
well-being. On their own, both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance were
associated with decreased relationship satisfaction. Not surprisingly, individuals high in
both attachment anxiety and avoidance reported the lowest relationship satisfaction;
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however, at lower levels of attachment avoidance, those higher in attachment anxiety
reported the greatest relationship satisfaction. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety
crave closeness and connection and typically hold a more positive view of others than
those higher in attachment avoidance. Although hypervigilant towards signs of rejection,
those higher in attachment anxiety may be more open to receiving support from a
partner which, in turn, has the potential to increase their sense of closeness and
connection. In contrast, those higher in attachment avoidance tend to distance
themselves from others and downplay their own attachment needs. Given the pattern of
results observed in the present study, it may be helpful to examine attachment avoidance
within the context of attachment anxiety. As stated previously, some researchers in the
field (Bartholomew, 1990; Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991) distinguish between those
high in attachment avoidance but low in attachment anxiety from those high in both
attachment avoidance and anxiety. Whereas those characterized as dismissing-avoidant
(i.e., high avoidance, low anxiety) tend to be excessively distrustful of others and
increasingly self-reliant, those characterized as fearful-avoidant (i.e., high avoidance,
high anxiety) tend to be more withdrawn and unassertive (Bartholomew, 1990;
Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991). Like those higher in attachment anxiety, those
characterized as fearful-avoidant crave connection yet fear rejection and doubt their own
worthiness for love and support. The simultaneous desire for connection and denial of
associated needs may make it very difficult to fully engage with or completely step
away from close relationships. The presence of this internal dilemma could explain the
patterns observed in the above results, particularly with respect to decreased relationship
satisfaction.

72
In terms of subjective well-being, attachment anxiety moderated the relationship
between attachment avoidance and both positive affect and satisfaction with life. With
respect to positive affect, increasing attachment avoidance was associated with
decreased positive affect at lower levels of attachment anxiety. Interestingly, at higher
levels of attachment anxiety, there was no significant relationship between attachment
avoidance and positive affect. A similar pattern was observed in terms of satisfaction
with life. Based on these results, attachment anxiety appears to have acted as somewhat
of a buffer against decreases in positive affect and life satisfaction for those higher in
attachment avoidance. Individuals higher in attachment avoidance tend to have a
negative view of others and have not been able to rely on the presence of or support
from an attachment figure when needed. However, contrary to those higher in
attachment anxiety, they tend to hold a more positive view of themselves and exhibit a
greater sense of independence. It is possible that the combination of these two working
models and perspectives may have helped to encourage participants to be slightly more
open to the support provided from their partner, even if they did not completely trust it.
This openness, in turn, appears to have been at least somewhat beneficial on a
psychological level.
Taken together, the results of the present study reinforce the importance of
adopting a dimensional view of attachment. Attachment anxiety and avoidance
frequently interact to influence perceptions and well-being, both on an individual and
social level. The examination of isolated attachment styles (e.g., anxious, avoidant, and
secure) provides only part of the overall picture.

73
Strengths and Limitations
By recruiting a larger number of participants from a more diverse sample,
addressing methodological and power-related concerns, and both integrating and
expanding upon the approaches of Fizell (2011) and LeBlanc (2015), the present study
provides some interesting and unique findings that contribute to existing literature on
attachment, communication, and social cognition. Despite these strengths, the results
must also be considered in the context of study limitations.
MTurk samples are typically more diverse than traditional student samples
(Goodman et al., 2013; Sheehan, 2018); however, there are important aspects to
consider with respect to crowdsourcing research. First of all, participation in online
research involves some degree of self-selection. Participation was restricted to those
residing in Canada and the U.S. and participants tended to be more highly educated.
They also primarily identified as heterosexual or straight. Current findings may not be
fully generalizable to a broader population; however, it should be noted that
demographic information for Study 1 was fairly representative of available Canadian
and U.S. census information. Secondly, as discussed by Sheehan (2018), online
research, by nature, results in a separation of the researcher from the participants. The
inability to closely monitor participation, timelines, and adherence to study instructions
can lead to problems with data quality. It was important for participants to follow study
instructions very closely (e.g., information processing conditions) and to take their time
imagining themselves experiencing the study stimuli. Although steps were taken to
ensure data quality (e.g., participation was limited to workers with high approval rates,
completion times were monitored, attention checks were included amongst
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questionnaire items), it is impossible to fully control the conditions under which the
study was completed or the effort that was put in towards adhering to study instructions.
Conducting the study in a laboratory setting may have allowed for more control over
some of these factors.
Although most participants reported that they were well able to imagine
themselves experiencing the scenario in the present study, it is possible that a more
personally relevant stressor together with the experienced support could influence study
findings. Albeit harder to control in terms of depth or intensity, a personally relevant
stressor may have been more engaging for participants and more powerful in terms of
attachment system activation. By encouraging participants to reflect on a stressful
situation that was personally relevant, Study 2 aimed to address some of these questions
and improve ecological validity.
Lastly, the present study examined the experiences of only one partner within the
romantic relationship. As pointed out by Feeney and Collins (2015), social support is an
interpersonal process shaped by both the support provider and the support recipient.
Much of the existing research, present study included, focuses on attachment and
support at the intrapersonal level as opposed to at the dyadic level (McLeod et al.,
2020). Although interesting and meaningful results were still found at the individual
level, future research could benefit from examining attachment and support
communication within the context of the relationship based on the characteristics,
experiences, and perspectives of both partners.
Conclusion
Although initial hypotheses were only partially supported, the present study was
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able to contribute to the existing literature in several important ways. First, the present
study was one of very few to examine pronoun use in the context of attachment
relationships. Pronouns are not something we typically think much about in terms of
support communication; however, results suggest that pronoun use may matter, at least
psychologically, for those higher in attachment anxiety. Future research could expand
upon these findings by examining attachment and pronoun use more in depth. Studying
pronoun use between partners in vivo and over repeated support communications may
further clarify some of the patterns observed. Second, the present study reinforced the
importance of adopting a dimensional view of attachment. Results from the present
study suggest that attachment anxiety and avoidance interact with one another in
important ways to influence overall well-being. Isolated attachment styles do not take
the interaction of these two dimensions into account. Finally, exploratory results from
qualitative analyses serve as an important reminder of the foundational concepts of
attachment theory. When asked about the support provided as well as support
preferences, participants spoke of themes related to unconditional support and
acceptance. A sense of belonging and the belief that someone will be there when needed
may be more valuable in terms of overall well-being than the specifics of the support
provided or how it is processed.
CHAPTER THREE: STUDY 2
Study 2 built upon previous work and the existing literature in three ways. First,
Study 2 improved the ecological validity of Study 1 by encouraging participants to
reflect on and write about a stressful situation they had personally experienced and
during which their partner provided them with support, rather than imagining
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themselves in a situation provided by the researcher. The incorporation of a priming task
prior to the writing exercise ensured that the attachment system was activated prior to
the personal writing exercise. Second, the design of Study 2 encouraged participants to
actively reflect on and process their thoughts, feelings, and reactions to the situation and
the support provided. As discussed previously, this level of reflection and processing is
often biased or omitted by those who are insecurely attached. Attending to, and
processing, personally experienced support in a more focused way could help those
higher in attachment anxiety or avoidance to overcome pre-existing biases in
information processing and contribute to better overall well-being. Lastly, participants
were asked whether their reactions to the support received were communicated to their
partner. This element is important given that support preferences vary with attachment
but insecurely attached individuals do not always communicate this information. This
lack of communication results in a cycle of support that does not actually meet the needs
of either partner, thereby contributing to poorer relationship satisfaction and quality, as
well as reduced overall well-being. Based on the literature reviewed above, the
following was hypothesized:
1. The way support is perceived and processed (i.e., natural coping vs. supportfocused coping) would moderate the association between attachment and
both relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being. It was expected that
the association between attachment and both relationship satisfaction and
subjective well-being would be moderated by the way the support was
processed. Specifically, it was hypothesized that individuals higher in
attachment anxiety and/or avoidance would report higher levels of both
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relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being following a supportfocused writing exercise (i.e., actively reflecting on thoughts, feelings, and
reactions to support received from a romantic partner) as opposed to a
writing exercise focused on coping with stress more generally.

2. Individuals higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance would be more
likely to indicate that the support provided by their partner was unhelpful and
would be less likely to communicate feedback regarding their support
preferences to their partners than would those lower in attachment anxiety
and/or avoidance. Specifically, a negative association was expected between
attachment insecurity and perceptions of helpfulness. A negative association
was also expected to exist between attachment insecurity and communication
of feedback.
A summary of these hypotheses, associated analyses, and potential contributions to the
literature are summarized in Table 10.
Method
Participants
A new sample of participants was targeted for Study 2 using the same online
sampling method as Study 1. Given the number of predictors and types of analyses, an a
priori power analysis conducted using G*Power software suggested that a sample of at
least 118 participants would be required to achieve 80% power for detecting a medium
effect size at the traditional .05 level of statistical significance. Recruitment for Study 1
and Study 2 occurred at different time points. Although those who may have already
completed Study 1 were not specifically restricted from participating in Study 2, a
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review and comparison of IP addresses suggested very little overlap in participation
between Study 1 and Study 2. Participants were recruited through Amazon’s Mechanical
Turk (MTurk) and compensated $1.50 (US) in exchange for their participation. All
participants were screened prior to the study to ensure that they were currently involved
in a committed romantic relationship for a period of at least six months. This restriction
was applied to enhance the likelihood that an attachment bond has been established
(Gillath et al., 2016; Heffernan et al., 2012).
A total of 201 participants accessed the online link to initiate Study 2. After data
screening and cleaning procedures (see Study 2 Results), the final sample consisted of
136 individuals (55 females and 81 males). Participants ranged in age from 19 to 65
years (M = 34.8; 93.4% between the ages of 19 and 50 years); 58.8% of participants
reported residing in the United States and 41.2% reported residing in Canada. Most
participants reported at least some college or university education (86.6%). All
participants indicated full fluency in English and the vast majority (91.9%) identified
English as being their first language. Most participants identified as heterosexual (86%)
and a little over half of participants were married or common-law (53%). Relationship
length ranged from 6 to 506 months (M = 90.79, SD = 94.91; Mdn = 53.50). A
comprehensive description of participant characteristics can be found in Table 11.
Materials
Demographics Questionnaire
Participants completed a short demographics questionnaire to gather background
information regarding their age, gender, place of birth, education, relationship status,
and relationship history (see Appendix B).
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Attachment
As in Study 1, participants’ attachment was assessed using the Experiences in
Close Relationships – Revised questionnaire (ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000; see Appendix
C). The ECR-R is considered a highly reliable and valid measure of attachment (Fraley,
2012; Sibley et al., 2005; Sibley & Liu, 2004). Cronbach’s alpha for the ECR-R was .96
in the current study.
Perceptions of Support
Participants’ perceptions of the support were assessed globally using the
Perceived Support Questionnaire (PSQ; see Appendix D), described in Study 1. As was
the case in Study 1, the PSQ demonstrated high reliability in Study 2, with a Cronbach’s
alpha of .96.
Scrambled Sentence Task
Conceptual priming has been frequently used in social psychological research as
a means of activating a particular concept or representation in one context for
subsequent use in seemingly unrelated contexts (Bargh & Chartrand, 2000; Bartz &
Lydon, 2004; Mikulincer et al., 2002). To ensure that the attachment system was
activated for each participant in Study 2, a conceptual priming procedure known as the
Scrambled Sentence Task (Srull & Wyer, 1979; see Appendix O) was used. Presented as
a measure of language ability, participants were asked to construct 15 grammatically
correct four-word sentences as quickly as possible from 15 mixed strings of five words
(e.g., “I down cup let you” may be rearranged to produce the sentence “I let you down”).
Ten of the 15 items contained words associated with the concept of “failure” which,
according to research by Mikulincer and colleagues (2002), is a construct shown to
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activate the attachment system equally for those high in attachment anxiety and
avoidance. Given that the concept of failure is indirectly related to attachment, it was
less likely that participants would be able to discern the true purpose of the task. The
word “failure” did not appear in any of the items, and five of the 15 sentences contained
neutral words (e.g., protested, drink) so as to further conceal the underlying purpose of
the task. Items included in the task were originally developed by Golding (2017) as a
means of activating the attachment system.
Writing Exercise
Study 2 aimed to improve the ecological validity of Study 1 by encouraging
participants to reflect on a relatively recent (i.e., within the past six months) stressful
situation they personally experienced and during which their partner provided them with
support. The specific content of participants’ written descriptions was not explored in
the present study. The instructions for this task are listed in Appendix P.
Reflections on the Support Provided
Participants in the support-focused condition were presented with an additional
brief questionnaire to examine their reactions to the support provided by their partner
(see Appendix Q). This questionnaire was developed solely for the purposes of Study 2
to encourage more focused reflection on the specific aspects of support provided, what
was most helpful, and what might have been preferred. The purpose of this
questionnaire was to encourage participants to actively attend to and process the support
provided by their partner in a way that may not have been typical for them. A variety of
response formats were used, including both multiple choice questions and Likert-type
response scales.
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Relationship Quality and Satisfaction
As in Study 1, participants’ relationship satisfaction was assessed using the
Global Measure of Relationship Satisfaction (GMREL; Lawrence & Byers, 1998; see
Appendix H). The GMREL was found to be highly reliable in the current study ( =
.94). The Unidimensional Relationship Closeness Scale (URCS; Dibble et al., 2012; see
Appendix I) provided a measure of emotional and behavioural interdependence within
participants’ relationships. The URCS had a Cronbach’s alpha of .95 in the current
study.
Subjective Well-being
As in Study 1, participants’ subjective well-being was assessed using the
Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS; Watson et al., 1988; see Appendix J)
and the Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985; see Appendix K).
Cronbach’s alpha for the full PANAS in the current study was .90; the positive affect
subscale had a Cronbach’s alpha of .92 and the negative affect subscale had a
Cronbach’s alpha of .95. The SWLS also demonstrated a high level of internal
consistency ( = .92).
Survey Platform
The questionnaire package was made available to MTurk participants through
Qualtrics. Qualtrics servers are protected by high-end firewall systems and Transport
Layer Security encryption (Qualtrics, 2020); thus, the privacy and confidentiality of
participants’ responses were protected.
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Procedure
Study 2 was listed as an available HIT (i.e., human intelligence task) on the MTurk website. Participants were invited to take part in a study examining how people
typically cope when faced with stressful situations. Participation was restricted to those
residing in Canada or the United States and to workers with high approval rates.
Potential participants were reminded that they must be in a committed romantic
relationship for a period of at least six months to participate in the study. They were also
advised that study completion times would be monitored. Interested participants were
provided with a link to a consent form detailing the purpose of the study, the
requirements, and the confidentiality of their responses (see Appendix N). Only those
who consented to participate in the study were granted access to the online questionnaire
package and stimuli available through Qualtrics.
Participants first completed a demographics questionnaire and measures to
assess their attachment (i.e., ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000) and perceptions of social
support (PSQ). The order in which these questionnaires were presented was
automatically counterbalanced by Qualtrics. To ensure their attachment system was
activated, participants then completed the Scrambled Sentence Task. Following this
task, participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions.
Participants in Condition 1 (i.e., the natural coping condition) were asked to
think of, and briefly describe, a significantly stressful personal experience that occurred
to them in the past six months, during which their partner provided (or attempted to
provide) them with support (see Appendix P). In describing this experience, they were
asked to reflect on what they did to help themselves cope. The specific content of
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participants’ written descriptions was not explored in the present study. Those in
Condition 2 were asked to think of, and briefly describe, a significantly stressful
experience occurring to them in the past six months, during which their romantic partner
provided (or attempted to provide) them with support (see Appendix P). In describing
their experience, they were asked to reflect on how they coped with the situation. They
were also encouraged to reflect on how their romantic partner supported them during the
experience (e.g., what it was that they did or said) and what it felt like to receive their
partner’s support. The purpose of this exercise was to encourage individuals to actively
attend to the support that was received while reflecting on the way it felt. As in
Condition 1, the specific content of participants’ written descriptions was not explored
in the present study. Following the written exercise, those in Condition 2 were presented
with an additional questionnaire to further examine their reactions to the support
provided by their partner (see Appendix Q). They were asked to specify the primary
type of support provided by their partner (i.e., instrumental, informational, emotional, or
physical; Barry et al., 2009) and to indicate whether they found it helpful. If they did not
find the support helpful, then they were asked to indicate what type of support they
would have preferred (i.e., instrumental, informational, emotional, physical; Barry et al.,
2009) and whether they communicated their support preferences to their partner.
All participants, regardless of condition, then completed measures to assess their
subjective well-being (i.e., PANAS, Watson, et al., 1988; SWLS, Diener et al., 1985)
and relationship satisfaction (i.e., URCS; Dibble et al., 2012; GMREL, Lawrance &
Byers, 1998). The order in which these questionnaires were presented was
counterbalanced by Qualtrics. To maximize data quality, a total of five attention checks

84
(e.g., If you are paying attention, select “strongly disagree”) were randomly inserted
amongst questionnaire items. Finally, participants were presented with a debriefing form
(see Appendix R) clarifying the purpose and implications of the research, as well as
relevant contact information for the primary researcher and other mental health supports.
Participants were compensated for their participation via direct deposit into their MTurk
website account following submission of a unique survey completion code from the
debriefing form. No identifying information was collected or required.
Results
Data Cleaning and Conditioning
The data file was examined for inaccuracies and inconsistencies (e.g., evidence
of random/problematic responding, multiple entries from the same IP address, data entry
errors, bot entries) as well as for missing data. A total of 201 participants initiated the
study on Qualtrics via MTurk; 47 of these participants were flagged for partial
completion (i.e., they did not submit their responses or completed only a very minimal
portion of the study) and were removed from the dataset. Upon further screening, data
from an additional 12 participants were removed due to random or problematic
responding and/or multiple survey submissions. Six participants specified that they were
not currently in a committed romantic relationship and were also excluded from
subsequent analyses. A final sample of 136 cases was used for all subsequent analyses.
Based on examination of both descriptive statistics and frequency distributions,
no data entry errors were observed. Results from an SPSS Missing Values Analysis
suggested no concerns with respect to the quantity or pattern of missing data across
study variables. No changes were made to the small amount of missing data. All scale
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score calculations were comprised of participants who had completed at least 80% of
items for the respective scale.
These data were screened for univariate outliers by calculating z-scores for each
of the variables. Cases with standardized scores greater than +/- 3.29 were examined as
potential univariate outliers. Three cases associated with the Negative Affect variable
were flagged as possible outliers; the associated histogram was examined. Given that
these cases were continuous with the rest of the distribution, all were retained.
Multivariate outliers were examined using Cook’s distance and Mahalanobis distance.
No problematic multivariate outliers were found. Overall, no major violations were
detected for the assumptions of linearity, normality, homoscedasticity, or independence
of residuals. The two relationship satisfaction measures (i.e., the GMREL and the
URCS) were significantly highly correlated (r = .68); consequently, these two scales
were combined ( = .96) to form a single relationship satisfaction composite for all
analyses. To further control for multicollinearity, all continuous predictor variables (i.e.,
attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance) were mean centred. All interaction terms
were formed using the products of these centred variables.
Sample Characteristics
The demographics of the sample have been described previously and are referred
to in Table 11. In general, the sample displayed moderate levels of attachment anxiety
(M = 3.03, SD = 1.40) and attachment avoidance (M = 2.57, SD = 1.06). Most
participants reported finding those closest to them, including their partner, to be
completely (56.6%) or somewhat (37.5%) supportive. Not surprisingly, attachment
insecurity was associated with lower levels of general perceived support, with
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participants higher in attachment anxiety (r = -.26, p = .002) and/or attachment
avoidance (r = -.50, p < .001) describing those closest to them as significantly less
supportive. Looking specifically at partner support, the sample displayed relatively high
levels of perceived partner support overall (PSQ; M = 136.62, SD = 21.25). Attachment
insecurity was again associated with lower perceived partner support, with participants
higher in attachment anxiety (r = -.49, p < .001) and/or avoidance (r = -.73, p < .001)
reporting significantly lower levels of support from their partners on the PSQ. Most
participants (78.7%) chose to reflect on a personal experience that ranged from quite to
extremely stressful.
Unlike participants in Condition 1 (general coping; n = 70), participants in
Condition 2 (support-focused coping; n = 66) were specifically asked to reflect on how
their romantic partner was able to support them during their stressful personal
experience. Most participants in Condition 2 found their partner very supportive (M =
4.27, SD = .87) and were largely satisfied with the support they received (M = 4.42, SD
= .66). Emotional support was cited most frequently as the primary type of support
provided (75.8%), followed by instrumental/tangible support (9.1%), physical comfort
(7.6%), and informational support (7.6%). When specifically asked about their support
preferences, 62.1% of participants reiterated that they had been satisfied with the
support provided. Another 13.6% would have preferred to receive emotional support
from their partner, 6.1% would have preferred physical comfort, 4.5% would have
preferred a combination of emotional support and physical comfort, and 1.5% would
have preferred instrumental/tangible support; 12.1% of participants did not specify their
support preference. Interestingly, no one identified informational support as something
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they might have preferred. In terms of the degree to which participants in Condition 2
communicated their support preferences to their partner, 19.7% of participants said they
did not communicate their preferences and 27.3% of participants clearly communicated
their preferences; most participants fell somewhere in between the two in terms of
clarity of communication (M = 3.41, SD = 1.45, Minimum = 1, Maximum = 5).
Principal Analyses
Prior to conducting the principal analyses, a series of t-tests were used to explore
possible gender differences as well as differences between conditions for both
sociodemographic and study variables. Interestingly, higher levels of attachment anxiety
(M = 3.35, SD = 1.45) were reported amongst participants in Condition 2 (i.e., supportfocused writing exercise) than amongst participants in Condition 1 (M = 2.73, SD =
1.29). This difference was statistically significant, t(134) = -2.62, p = .01, d = .45.
Furthermore, on average, female participants reported lengthier relationships (in
months; M = 128.11, SD = 122.90) than males (M = 65.45, SD = 58.30). This difference
was statistically significant, t(71) = 3.52, p < .001,  = .50; degrees of freedom were
adjusted from 134 to 71 as Levene’s test indicated unequal variances. These differences
were controlled for in subsequent regression analyses.
Descriptive statistics for all study variables can be found in Tables 12 and 13.
Zero-order correlations among study variables are presented in Table 14. In general,
higher levels of attachment anxiety were associated with significantly lower relationship
satisfaction (r = -.33, p < .001), significantly higher negative affect (r = .44, p < .001),
and significantly lower satisfaction with life (r = -.28, p < .001). Similarly, higher levels
of attachment avoidance were associated with significantly lower relationship
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satisfaction (r = -.70, p < .001), significantly higher negative affect (r = .32, p < .001),
and significantly lower satisfaction with life (r = -.49, p < .001).
Four hierarchical multiple regressions were conducted to predict each of the
dependent variables (i.e., relationship satisfaction, positive affect, negative affect, and
satisfaction with life) using attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and writing
condition (i.e., the general coping writing exercise or the support-focused writing
exercise) as predictor variables of interest. As stated above, all continuous predictor
variables (i.e., attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance) were mean centred. All
interaction terms were formed using the products of these centred variables. For each
regression, age, gender, and relationship length were entered in as control variables on
Step 1. Attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and writing condition were added in
on Step 2, all two-way interactions were added in on Step 3 (i.e., anxiety by avoidance,
writing condition by anxiety, and writing condition by avoidance), and the three-way
interaction was added in on Step 4 (i.e., anxiety by avoidance by writing condition).
Given the number of regressions and predictors, a conservative alpha level of .01 was
used to evaluate statistical significance.
Lastly, Pearson correlations were used to examine the associations between
attachment insecurity (i.e., attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance) and both
perceived helpfulness of support and communication of support preferences, as
measured by the Reflections on Support Questionnaire (see Appendix Q). A summary of
the main hypotheses, principal analyses, and associated results for Study 2 can be found
in Table 10.
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Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Relationship Satisfaction
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 15).
These variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in relationship
satisfaction, F(3, 132) = 1.40, p = .25; R2 = .03. The addition of attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, and writing condition in Step 2 significantly improved model
prediction, accounting for an additional 48.7% of the variance in relationship
satisfaction, Fchange (3, 129) = 43.40, p <.001. Only attachment avoidance uniquely
predicted a significant amount of variance, with participants higher in attachment
avoidance reporting significantly lower relationship satisfaction. This finding is
consistent with previous research (Feeney, 1999; Maunder & Hunter, 2001).
It was hypothesized that writing condition (i.e., natural coping or supportfocused coping) would moderate the association between attachment insecurity and
relationship satisfaction. The two-way interactions entered on Step 3 did not
significantly explain additional variance in relationship satisfaction, Fchange (3, 126) =
1.10, p = .35; R2 = .01. Thus, contrary to prediction, neither the attachment anxiety by
writing condition interaction nor the attachment avoidance by writing condition
interaction made a statistically significant unique contribution to the prediction of
relationship satisfaction. Similarly, the three-way interaction entered on Step 4 did not
significantly explain additional variance in relationship satisfaction Fchange (1, 125) =
3.25, p = .07; R2 = .01.
Hierarchical Multiple Regression Results Predicting Positive Affect
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1, followed by
attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and writing condition on Step 2, all two-way
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interactions on Step 3, and the three-way interaction on Step 4 (see Table 16); the
overall model was not significant, F(10, 125) = 2.19, p =.02 . Interestingly, only 14.9%
of the variance in positive affect was explained by the model. Thus, contrary to
prediction, writing condition did not moderate the relationship between attachment
insecurity and positive affect.
Hierarchical Regression Results Predicting Negative Affect
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 17).
These variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in negative affect, F(3,
132) = 1.13, p = .34; R2 = .03. The addition of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, and writing condition at Step 2 significantly improved model prediction,
accounting for an additional 18.4% of the variance in negative affect, Fchange (3, 129) =
10.00, p < .001. Only attachment anxiety uniquely predicted a significant amount of
variance; as expected, higher levels of attachment anxiety were associated with higher
levels of negative affect.
Adding the two-way interactions at Step 3 increased the variance explained in
negative affect by 5.4% but did not significantly improve model prediction, Fchange (3,
126) = 3.06, p = .03. It was hypothesized that writing condition would moderate the
association between attachment insecurity and negative affect. Contrary to prediction,
neither the attachment anxiety by writing condition interaction nor the attachment
avoidance by writing condition interaction made a significant unique contribution to the
prediction of negative affect. The three-way interaction added on Step 4 did not explain
additional variance in negative affect, Fchange (1, 125) = .13, p = .72; R2 = .00.
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Hierarchical Regression Results Predicting Satisfaction with Life
Age, gender, and relationship length were entered on Step 1 (see Table 18).
These variables did not predict a significant amount of variance in life satisfaction, F(3,
132) = 1.23, p = .30; R2 = .03. The addition of attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance, and writing condition at Step 2 significantly improved model prediction,
accounting for an additional 22.1% of the variance in life satisfaction, Fchange (3, 129) =
12.63, p < .001. Only attachment avoidance uniquely predicted a significant amount of
variance, with participants higher in attachment avoidance reporting significantly lower
levels of life satisfaction. This finding is in keeping with previous research (Feeney &
Collins, 2015; Hazan & Campa, 2013).
It was hypothesized that writing condition would moderate the association
between attachment insecurity and life satisfaction. Adding the two-way interactions at
Step 3 did not significantly explain additional variance in life satisfaction, Fchange (3,
126) = .62, p = .60; R2 = .01. Thus, contrary to prediction, neither the attachment
anxiety by writing condition interaction nor the attachment avoidance by writing
condition interaction made a significant unique contribution to the prediction of life
satisfaction. Likewise, the three-way interaction entered on Step 4 did not contribute to
the prediction of life satisfaction, Fchange (1, 125) = .01, p = .91; R2 = .00.
Correlational Results for Attachment Insecurity and Perceived Helpfulness of
Support
For participants in Condition 2 (n = 66), results revealed a strong positive
correlation between perceived supportiveness and satisfaction with support (r = .72, p <
.001), as measured by the Reflections on Support Questionnaire (see Appendix Q).
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Thus, not surprisingly, participants who perceived their partner as more supportive were
also more likely to feel satisfied with the support that was provided. It was hypothesized
that participants higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance would be less likely to
perceive the support provided by their partner as helpful. Thus, a negative relationship
was expected to exist between attachment insecurity and both perceived partner
supportiveness and satisfaction with support.
With respect to attachment anxiety, there was no significant correlation between
attachment anxiety and perceived supportiveness, r = -.12, p = .34. Similarly, there was
no statistically significant correlation between attachment anxiety and satisfaction with
support, r = -.20, p = .12.
With respect to attachment avoidance, results revealed a significant negative
correlation between attachment avoidance and perceived partner supportiveness, r = .38, p < .01. Likewise, a significant negative correlation was revealed between
attachment avoidance and satisfaction with support, r = -.53, p < .001. These findings
are consistent with what was predicted. In general, participants higher in attachment
avoidance perceived their partner as less supportive and were less satisfied with the
support they received.
Correlational Results for Attachment Insecurity and Communication of Support
Preferences
For participants in Condition 2 (n = 66), it was hypothesized that those higher in
attachment anxiety and/or avoidance would be less likely to communicate feedback to
their partner regarding their support preferences. Thus, a negative relationship was
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expected to exist between attachment insecurity and communication of support
preferences.
Contrary to prediction, results revealed no significant correlation between
attachment anxiety and communication of support preferences, r = .07, p = .59. There
was also no statistically significant correlation between attachment avoidance and
communication of support preferences, r = -.11, p = .39. Taken together, these results
suggest little association between attachment insecurity and communication of support
preferences.
Discussion
The purpose of Study 2 was to explore the influence of attachment and how
actively reflecting on and processing thoughts, feelings, and reactions associated with a
recent, personal support experience influenced relationship satisfaction and well-being.
The way the support was processed (i.e., support-focused writing exercise or general
coping writing exercise) was expected to moderate the association between attachment
and both relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being (Hypothesis 1). It was also
anticipated that those higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance would be less likely
to perceive the support provided as helpful (Hypothesis 2a) and less likely to
communicate their support preferences to their partners (Hypothesis 2b) than those
lower in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance. These hypotheses were partially
supported.
Attachment, Support Processing, and Well-being
Similar to results from Study 1, the way in which the support was processed did
not moderate the relationship between attachment and relationship satisfaction or
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subjective well-being, nor was it a significant predictor of relationship satisfaction or
subjective well-being on its own. These findings contradicted initial hypotheses that
increased awareness of and attention towards a partner’s support would be
psychologically and relationally beneficial. These findings can be interpreted in several
ways. First, as discussed in Study 1, the belief that a partner will be there when needed
may be more pertinent than the content of the support provided or the manner in which
it is processed (Feeney & Collins, 2015; Sarason et al., 1991; Uchino, 2009). Most
participants in the support-focused writing condition identified their partner as
supportive and were satisfied with the support they received. Consequently, the writing
portion may not have made much of a difference to their overall perceptions or
experience.
Secondly, it is important to consider the manipulation component of the present
study. Participants in Condition 1 were encouraged to reflect on how they coped with
the stressor, whereas those in Condition 2 were encouraged to reflect on their own
personal coping as well as how their partner was able to support them. It is possible that
having participants focus on their own personal coping first could have minimized the
effects of partner support in Condition 2. A third condition examining partner support on
its own would have been needed to rule out this possibility.
In addition, it was hoped that participants would take their time with the writing
exercise, really pausing to reflect on their experience, coping, and, depending on
condition assignment, what it felt like to receive support from their partner. Because the
study was completed online, it is impossible to know the extent to which participants
were fully able to immerse themselves in the reflective process. If they were unable to
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do so, the manipulation may not have been strong enough. Although a lab setting has its
own challenges, it does allow for participants to interact with the researcher more
directly and facilitates study completion in an environment with minimal outside
distractions. It is possible the results could differ under alternative study conditions.
Furthermore, as was the case in Study 1, Study 2 focused on one brief snapshot
of support. Depending on the relationship and quality of support provided, repeated
support reflections over time have the potential to regularly activate mental
representations of attachment security (Carnelley & Rowe, 2007; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2007, 2020), thereby challenging existing working models and increasing felt security.
Even if participants were able to fully engage in the writing exercise, the manipulation
may not have been enough to counteract long-standing processing biases or facilitate
immediate changes in overall well-being. In other words, it may have been a bit of a
leap to expect to see significant shifts in the overall well-being of those higher in
attachment anxiety and/or avoidance after just one brief writing exercise.
It is also possible that aspects of support alleviating insecurity in the moment
(e.g., reassurance of partner availability for those higher in attachment anxiety) may not
sufficiently address long-standing biases in insecure working models, thereby limiting
increases in felt security over time (Arriaga et al., 2014). In a longitudinal study, Arriaga
and colleagues (2014) examined perceptions of trust (i.e., perceived partner availability)
and goal validation (i.e., perceived support for the pursuit of personal goals) amongst
134 couples across three separate time points. Results were analyzed cross-sectionally
and longitudinally in relation to attachment. Couple functioning was included as a
covariate to control for relationship quality. At Time 1, increased trust was associated
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with lower attachment anxiety, whereas increased goal validation was associated with
lower attachment avoidance. Longitudinal analyses revealed the opposite; increased
perceptions of trust predicted decreased attachment avoidance, whereas increased goal
validation predicted decreased attachment anxiety. Arriaga and colleagues related these
findings back to existing working models of attachment. Individuals higher in
attachment anxiety typically regulate insecurity by confirming the availability and
presence of an attachment figure when distressed. Although reassurance of attachment
figure availability might soothe insecurity in the moment, it does not address increased
dependency needs or long-standing difficulties with self-confidence, esteem, or selfworth. Encouraging those higher in attachment anxiety to pursue personal goals may be
particularly beneficial over time because it facilitates increased independence and
addresses biases in working models of self. Individuals higher in attachment avoidance
typically regulate insecurity by distancing themselves from others; they are increasingly
self-reliant because they do not trust others to be there when needed. Although receiving
encouragement to pursue personal goals might assuage needs for independence in the
moment, it does not address long-standing biases in working models of others or
underlying needs for interpersonal connection. Gradually building trust in the
availability of support from important others may help those higher in attachment
avoidance to increase felt security over time. Arriaga et al. concluded that short-term
attempts to manage insecurity may not translate into long-term shifts in attachment
security because they do not target aspects of working models that maintain insecure
patterns of relating.
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The present study aimed to increase felt security and enhance overall well-being
by focusing on a short-term writing exercise. Interestingly, by encouraging participants
to focus on both individual coping efforts and, depending on condition, the support
received from a partner, the writing exercise could potentially target aspects of both
perceived trust and goal validation. Taken in context with the work of Arriaga et al.
(2014), however, it is not surprising that benefits typically associated with increased
attachment security were not observed after one brief writing exercise. By adjusting the
scope and methodology of the present study, it is possible that a similar exercise could
be helpful in terms of enhancing security over time and, by association, improving
relationship satisfaction and subjective well-being.
Finally, participants in both conditions were asked to process their own thoughts,
feelings, and reactions; neither condition took the partner’s characteristics or experience
into account. As discussed by McLeod and colleagues (2020), support is an
interpersonal process shaped by the individual characteristics and responses of both
partners. These characteristics and responses interact with one another to shape
relationship dynamics and interpersonal experiences. The independent writing exercise
is unlikely to have captured the complex dynamics occurring between partners or the
respective intrapersonal biases that may exist. By examining the perceptions and
experience of only one partner, it is possible that important factors may have been
missed. It would be interesting to see whether having participants reflect on support
experiences over time, both with and without a partner present, might influence the
relationship between attachment and well-being. Doing so could allow future
researchers to examine relationship dynamics more closely and explore how individual
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attachment patterns and needs interact with one another during support experiences and
communication.
It is interesting to note that, regardless of attachment style, emotional support
was cited most frequently as the primary type of support provided by partners and the
most identified support preference by those who were unsatisfied with the support
received. Although reflecting on this support may not have translated into immediate
shifts in relationship satisfaction or subjective well-being, this finding reiterates the
importance of emotional support in romantic relationships regardless of attachment. It
also fits with the work of Lorenzo and colleagues (2018), who suggest that emotional
support can be beneficial, both psychologically and relationally, regardless of individual
support preferences.
Attachment and Support Perceptions
As expected, participants higher in attachment avoidance perceived their partners
as significantly less supportive. They were also significantly less satisfied with the
support they received. Given the existing literature, this finding is not unexpected.
Individuals higher in attachment avoidance tend to be far more self-reliant; they are
typically uncomfortable with closeness and traditionally have been unable to rely on
others for support. Consequently, they may be less open to receiving support and less
confident in their partner’s ability to meet their needs. In order to increase felt security,
it will be important to gain a better understanding of the specific support needs of those
higher in attachment avoidance. As suggested by Arriaga et al. (2014), balancing needs
for independence in the moment with increased interpersonal trust over time may be
important. Increasing the awareness and communication of support needs between
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partners could help to assuage feelings of insecurity during times of distress while also
enhancing security over time (Arriaga et al., 2014; Arriaga et al., 2018).
Although trending in the expected direction, no significant correlations were
observed between attachment anxiety and either perceived supportiveness or support
satisfaction following the support-focused writing exercise. Given that those higher in
attachment anxiety typically hold positive views of others but negative self-views, the
process of reflecting on support received may have acted as a buffer against doubts
regarding partner availability and responsiveness, thereby minimizing these
associations. This explanation fits with the work of Arriaga et al. (2014) described
above.
Attachment and Communication of Feedback
There was very little association between attachment insecurity and
communication of support preferences. Interestingly, this finding may say more about
patterns of communication and feedback in relationships in general than patterns of
communication specific to attachment insecurity. Regardless of attachment, only about
one quarter of participants in Condition 2 clearly communicated support preferences to
their partner. An additional 20% did not communicate any preferences. The remaining
53% of participants fell somewhere in between in terms of clarity of support
communication and feedback. If partners are unaware of each other’s support needs, or
how those needs may shift depending on the situation, they may not be able to respond
appropriately regardless of attachment style. The communication of feedback is an
important learning tool that has the potential to facilitate improved support interactions
between partners over time. Without this communication and awareness, needs continue
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to go unmet which can increase relationship dissatisfaction and tension. Although those
who are more securely attached may be better able to meet interpersonal needs through
other relationships, repeated unsatisfying support experiences over time can be
detrimental for anyone. This point echoes the importance of examining relationship
dynamics from a dyadic perspective.
Strengths and Limitations
By examining a diverse, non-student sample and encouraging participants to
reflect on a personally relevant stressor and support experience, the present study was
able to build upon findings from Study 1 and enhance ecological validity. Furthermore,
by examining support feedback more directly, the present study was able to highlight
possible roadblocks to enhancing support communication and felt security.
Despite above noted strengths, there are limitations to Study 2 to consider. The
existing sample was collected online via MTurk; consequently, participation involved
some degree of self-selection. As in Study 1, participation was restricted to those
residing in Canada and the U.S. and participants tended to be more highly educated.
They also primarily identified as heterosexual or straight. Thus, results may not fully
account for or represent the intersectionalities of culture, race, gender identity,
socioeconomic status, or sexual identity that exist in the broader population. With this in
mind, it should still be noted that demographic information for Study 2 was fairly
representative of available Canadian and U.S. census information.
As part of the writing exercise, participants in Study 2 were encouraged to reflect
on how they personally coped with a recent stressful experience. Those in Condition 2
were additionally asked to reflect on how their partner supported them through the
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experience. The lack of a third condition to examine partner support independent of selfcoping is a limitation that must be addressed in future research. Without the third
condition, it is unclear whether participants’ initial reflections on self-coping might have
influenced effects of partner support.
Furthermore, due to the inherent separation of researcher from study participants
in online research, certain aspects of the study environment were unable to be
controlled. It was important that participants closely followed study instructions and
immersed themselves in the reflective writing process. As in Study 1, steps were taken
to ensure data quality (e.g., participation was limited to workers with high approval
rates, completion times were monitored, attention checks; open-ended responses);
however, it was impossible to control the setting or conditions under which the study
was completed or the degree to which participants were able to fully immerse
themselves in the experience. These factors may have influenced the effectiveness of the
manipulation component. It also should be noted that participants completing Study 1
were not specifically restricted from completing Study 2. Although only a small subset
of participants completed both studies it is possible that their familiarity with certain
study questionnaires or stimuli may have influenced responses, response times, or
attention to detail (Chandler, et al., 2015).
Lastly, the present study examined the experiences of only one partner within the
romantic relationship. While this information is still very valuable, is important to note
that social support experiences are shaped by both members in a romantic relationship.
Thus, future research could benefit from examining attachment and support
communication from a more dyadic perspective.
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Conclusion
Although initial hypotheses were only partially supported, the results of the
present study add to the current research program and existing literature in several ways.
Using a personally relevant stressor and support experience, the present study produced
similar findings in terms of support processing as Study 1. Actively attending to and
processing support in the moment may not adequately tap into the underlying belief that
a partner will or will not be available when needed. If underlying beliefs and biases
related to existing working models of attachment are not sufficiently challenged then
long-term shifts in attachment security may be less likely, as are associated relational
and psychological benefits. As suggested by Arriaga et al. (2014, 2018), specific wants
and needs vary with attachment and across time; what is desired in the short term, may
not necessarily be beneficial in terms of increasing attachment security long-term.
Future research could benefit from focusing less on the specific maladaptive patterns of
relating or the potential problems associated with attachment insecurity and focusing
more on the patterns, factors, and conditions that enhance security more generally. A
strengths-based rather than problem-focused approach to attachment research could help
to better enhance our understanding of how best to support partners in identifying,
communicating, and responding to one another’s needs in a way that manages
immediate distress and fosters individual and interpersonal growth over time.
Findings related to support communication are also important to consider in the
context of both attachment research and clinical work. Only a small subset of
participants in Condition 2 reported clearly communicating support preferences to their
partner, regardless of attachment. Without regular communication and feedback,
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whether that be positive or constructive, it is difficult for partners to know how to
respond to one another in appropriate and effective ways. Challenges with open
communication and feedback may not be unique to those higher in attachment anxiety
or avoidance, but an important area of focus for all couple relationships.
In sum, the attachment literature, present study included, often focuses on the
unique challenges, perceptions, and experiences of insecurely attached individuals with
the overall aim of improving interpersonal interactions. Rather than focusing on these
challenges at the individual level, it may be helpful to consider support experiences and
communication in the context of bolstering attachment security over time, both from an
individual and dyadic perspective.
CHAPTER FOUR: GENERAL DISCUSSION
The purpose of the current dissertation was to explore potential avenues for
improving communication and enhancing the relationship quality and overall well-being
of insecurely attached individuals. Existing research suggests that insecurely attached
individuals perceive and process information differently due to inherent biases in their
working models of relationships (Fraley, Garner, et al., 2000; Rholes et al., 2007). These
biases can inhibit their ability to access and receive support when needed, creating
tension in their relationships. Research contributing to the identification and correction
of maladaptive patterns of thinking and relating in social support contexts may not only
improve relationship quality and satisfaction but also enhance the overall health and
well-being of insecurely attached individuals. Over the course of two studies, the present
research program examined patterns of supportive communication within romantic
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attachment relationships in detail, with a particular focus on how support is perceived
and processed during stressful situations.
Study 1 investigated the influence of attachment, focused attention, and pronoun
use on the processing of an imagined emotionally supportive message from a partner.
Results revealed that neither processing style nor the interaction of processing style and
pronoun use moderated the relationship between attachment and relationship satisfaction
or subjective well-being. These findings may have been influenced by study design
(e.g., less control over participant engagement with online data collection) and timing
(i.e., one brief snapshot of support may not have been enough to challenge existing
processing biases); however, it is also possible that support content and processing may
be less important than initially anticipated. The actual belief that support will be
available when needed may matter more in terms of overall well-being (Feeney &
Collins, 2015). Pronoun use did emerge as a significant moderator of the relationship
between attachment anxiety and some aspects of subjective well-being (i.e., negative
affect and satisfaction with life). It is important to note that these findings were observed
after participants reflected on one brief support experience. Thus, although a seemingly
small aspect of support communication, pronoun use does appear to influence the
subjective well-being of those higher in attachment anxiety in certain situations. Very
little research currently exists with respect to pronoun use and support in romantic
attachment relationships; consequently, these findings make a unique and meaningful
contribution to the literature.
Study 2 explored the influence of attachment and how actively reflecting on and
processing thoughts, feelings, and reactions associated with a personal support
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experience influenced later perceptions of partner closeness, relationship satisfaction,
and well-being. As was the case in Study 1, the way support was processed did not
moderate the relationship between attachment and relationship satisfaction or subjective
well-being. Again, this finding could be related to the fact that one brief support
experience may not have been enough to shift long-standing biases in support
processing or well-being. It is also possible that prompting participants to initially focus
on self-coping may have minimized the impact of partner support. Furthermore, actively
attending to and processing support in the moment may not have adequately tapped into
the underlying belief that a partner will or will not be there when needed. If underlying
beliefs and biases related to existing working models of attachment are not sufficiently
challenged, then shifts in well-being may be less likely. Focusing more specifically on
underlying beliefs and biases regarding support, partner availability/responsiveness, and
personal independence could be helpful in terms of fostering attachment security over
time.
In a variety of ways, the findings of Study 1 and 2 underscore the importance of
foundational concepts of attachment theory. We all have an inherent need to belong and
to feel connected to and cared for by important others (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). In
order to flourish, it is important to balance needs for connection with needs for
independence and personal growth. Individual needs and preferences can and do vary
across time and with attachment (Arriaga et al., 2014). Attachment and associated
working models do influence support experiences and overall well-being. Studies 1 and
2 examined and manipulated support content and/or processing over the course of one
brief support experience; consequently, results must be interpreted accordingly and
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could vary with repeated support experiences over time. Available results suggest that
pronoun use may matter in certain support situations; however, the belief that emotional
support will be available from a romantic partner who believes in, values, and cares for
their loved one unconditionally may be more critical to overall well-being than the
specifics of what is actually said or how the support is processed.
Theoretical Implications
The current program of research contributes to existing literature on attachment,
social cognition, and support in three important ways. First, the current research
program is one of the first to uniquely examine pronoun use as a moderator between
attachment and well-being in support communication. Second, findings serve to enhance
our understanding of working models in attachment relationships and how these models
influence emotional support experiences, perceptions, and well-being. Present findings
suggest that certain variables can interact with attachment to influence well-being in the
moment; however, long-term shifts in felt security and well-being may be more likely
with repeated support experiences over time. What qualifies as a positive support
experience is likely to shift with attachment needs, beliefs, and time (Arriaga et al.,
2014). Finally, given the interactions observed between attachment anxiety and
avoidance, results of the present research emphasize the importance of examining
attachment from a dimensional perspective. Each of these implications are discussed in
detail below.
Very little – if any – research currently exists to examine attachment, pronoun
use, and social support in romantic relationships. The finding that pronoun use in
support communication may influence the well-being, at least psychologically, of those
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higher in attachment anxiety is an interesting and important one that warrants further
investigation. It is particularly impressive that this finding was observed after just one
brief experience of support. Future research could expand on these findings by
examining attachment and pronoun use more in depth. Studying pronoun use between
partners in vivo and over repeated support communications may further clarify some of
the patterns observed.
That said, it must be noted that pronoun use did not moderate the relationship
between attachment anxiety and other areas of well-being, nor did it moderate the
relationship between attachment avoidance and well-being. Given existing research on
working models of attachment (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016; Waters & Roisman, 2019;
Waters & Waters, 2006), it is certainly possible that results could differ with repeated
support presentations/experiences over time; however, taken together with the lack of
significant findings for processing style as a moderator of the relationship between
attachment and well-being, it is also possible that other aspects of support may be
important to consider. When asked about their support experiences and preferences,
participants in both Study 1 and Study 2 frequently referred to the importance of
emotional support – of feeling connected to, valued, and believed in by their partner.
The belief that someone will be available and responsive when needed is the foundation
of attachment security. How can this belief be fostered, particularly amongst those who
may be more insecurely attached?
Bowlby (1969) viewed the attachment system as a collection of internally
motivated behaviours that protect us from danger and facilitate exploration and
development. When the attachment system becomes activated, we are driven to seek the
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proximity and support of an attachment figure. Experiences with attachment figures over
time shape our working models of self, others, and relationships, thereby influencing
expectations, needs, and responses in social support contexts. Feeling connected to
another person (whether physically or mentally) and trusting that they will be there
when needed is important for well-being and growth, both at a personal and
interpersonal level (Pietromonaco & Beck, 2015; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2014).
Given that attachment insecurity tends to be associated with higher levels of
distress, poorer relationship quality, and more frequent symptoms of poor health
(Feeney & Collins, 2015; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010), the current program of research
set out to explore potential avenues for improving communication and enhancing the
well-being of insecurely attached individuals. Results suggest that a perspective shift
may be warranted. As researchers and clinicians, it is natural to want to focus on
ameliorating difficulties, solving problems, and improving experiences. Doing so can
certainly be beneficial and informative, however, it can also make it more difficult to see
potential areas of strength or avenues for growth. The attachment literature, present
study included, often focuses on the unique challenges, perceptions, and experiences of
insecurely attached individuals. Rather than focusing on maladaptive patterns of relating
amongst insecurely attached individuals, it may be more helpful to consider support
experiences and communication from the context of attachment security and how it may
be fostered more broadly.
Previous research has shown that attachment can shift over time depending on
recent interactions with attachment figures (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). When an
attachment figure is both available and responsive to one’s needs, it fosters what
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Mikulincer and Shaver (2007, 2015, 2020) term the broaden-and-build cycle of
attachment security. This felt sense of security has been associated with reduced
distress, increased coping flexibility, and improved mental health (Mikulincer & Shaver,
2015). Repeated, positive interactions with supportive attachment figures also shift
perceptions and expectations associated with working models of attachment (Arriaga et
al., 2014; Arriaga et al., 2018).
Recent research by Arriaga and colleagues (2018) explores specific processes to
enhance attachment security in adult relationships. The Attachment Security
Enhancement Model (ASEM; Arriaga, et al., 2018; Simpson & Overall, 2014) examines
the broaden-and-build cycle of attachment security from a dyadic perspective, focusing
on how partner responses may buffer or alleviate the insecurities of those higher in
attachment anxiety and avoidance in the moment and enhance felt security over time.
This model is built around the notion that chronic attachment security is fostered when
individuals can obtain clear evidence that their partner loves and appreciates them, that
their relationship is secure, and that some level of dependence can be beneficial.
Grounded in working models of attachment, the ASEM has three main principles: 1) the
extent to which relationships provide a sense of security vary; 2) insecurity can be
alleviated in the moment if partners are able to respond to and effectively address
anxious or avoidant thoughts/feelings; and 3) chronic security builds over time through
both momentary protective processes and longer-term processes that target insecure
working models of self and other. Based on the model, attachment anxiety may be
buffered in the moment through a partner’s use of “safe strategies” (i.e., those that
soothe distress and convey a strong sense of commitment). These strategies serve to
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prevent damage to relationship quality. Security is enhanced in the long-term by
fostering greater independence and a more secure sense of self. Attachment avoidance,
in contrast, may be buffered in the moment through a partner’s use of “soft strategies”
(i.e., allowing space, supporting needs for independence). Security is enhanced in the
long term via processes to increase interpersonal comfort/trust and a more secure model
of others.
The ASEM suggests that security may be enhanced over time through specific
and predictable pathways. The findings of the present research program support this
notion. Encouraging individuals to specifically focus on aspects of emotional support or
pronoun use may not necessarily be beneficial in the moment, particularly if doing so
does not adequately target attachment-related insecurities. Different people need
different types of support and encouragement at different times, and this is likely to vary
with attachment. The belief that emotional support will be available from a romantic
partner when needed may be more critical to fostering security (and enhancing wellbeing) in the long-term than the specifics of what is said or how support is processed in
any given moment.
Another key theoretical contribution of the present research relates to the
conceptualization and measurement of attachment. Over the years, attachment has been
studied in various ways. Ainsworth and colleagues (1978) defined attachment based on
three distinct styles of relating (i.e., secure, anxious, or avoidant). Although more
contemporary literature conceptualizes attachment as existing along two continuous
dimensions (i.e., high to low anxiety and high to low avoidance; Brennan et al.,1998), it
is often still discussed with respect to specific styles. Results of the present research
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suggest that attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance interact with one another in
important ways to predict overall well-being. These findings underscore the importance
of adopting a dimensional approach to attachment research. Isolated attachment styles
do not take the interaction of attachment anxiety and avoidance into account and thus
may not fully address the complexity that exists within attachment relationships.
In sum, the current research program set out to clarify the relationships that exist
between attachment, pronoun use, processing style, and well-being in the context of
social support in romantic relationships. Although results were not necessarily as
predicted, many interesting and important relationships were revealed that enhance the
existing literature on attachment, social cognition, and support and introduce possible
avenues for future research.
Clinical and Applied Implications
The findings of the present research program, together with existing literature on
attachment, support, and social cognition, enhance our knowledge and understanding of
social relationships from a theoretical standpoint. It should be noted that this area of
research also has practical and clinical implications for individuals, couples, and
clinicians. By increasing our understanding of social support experiences and
communication, the present research has the potential to enhance the well-being of
individuals and couples in a variety of areas.
Health and Well-Being
From an evolutionary standpoint, we are stronger together than we are alone; for
our ancestors, group membership was crucial for survival (Hazan & Campa, 2013).
Feeling included, connected to, and loved by important others is a critical aspect of
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human experience. Interestingly, we appear to process feelings of rejection or
abandonment in a similar way to feelings of physical pain (Frias & Shaver, 2014;
MacDonald & Leary, 2005). In a study by Eisenberger and colleagues (2003),
participants were invited to participate in an online ball tossing game with two other
“players” (controlled by the researcher). When participants were excluded from play,
patterns of activation in the anterior cingulate cortex were evident and were similar to
those observed in studies of physical pain. Although Eisenberger et al. did not examine
attachment specifically, Frias and Shaver (2014) suggested that attachment anxiety and
avoidance moderate the association between social and physical pain. Specifically,
according to Frias and Shaver, the attachment system becomes activated following
social exclusion, which increases sensitivity to physical pain for those higher in
attachment anxiety or avoidance. In a study involving social inclusion vs. exclusion
during a Cyberball game, Frias and Shaver found that higher levels of attachment
anxiety and avoidance predicted greater pain sensitivity during a cold pressor task for
both males and females who had been socially excluded. Whereas those higher in
attachment anxiety tended to overreact to the pain stimulus, those higher in avoidance
tended to suppress their reactions and withdraw. This finding coincides with what one
might expect given the hyperactivating and deactivating strategies used by insecurely
attached individuals during times of stress or threat, highlighting the important
regulatory function of the attachment system.
Social support has been shown to attenuate the experience of physical pain
(Brown et al., 2003; Coan et al., 2006; Master et al., 2009). Brown and colleagues
(2003) examined pain sensitivity more directly using a cold pressor task. While
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completing the task, participants received varying levels of social support – active,
verbal; passive, non-verbal; distracted (i.e., verbal interaction without support
instructions); or no support. Participants receiving either active or passive social support
reported lower levels of pain during the task than did those who received distracted
support or no support at all. Interestingly, physical presence is not the only way to
attenuate the experience of pain. In a study conducted by Master et al. (2009), 28
women in a long-term romantic relationship received a total of 84 thermal stimulations
(i.e., heat applications to their arm) across several conditions (i.e., holding a partner’s
hand behind a curtain, holding a stranger’s hand behind a curtain, holding an object,
viewing a partner’s photograph, viewing a stranger’s photograph, viewing a photograph
of an object, or viewing a fixation target). Each thermal stimulation was rated for degree
of unpleasantness. The results revealed that holding a partner’s hand was associated
with significantly lower pain ratings than holding a stranger’s hand or an object.
Viewing a partner’s photograph was also associated with significantly lower pain ratings
than viewing photographs of a stranger or object. Perhaps most noteworthy, pain ratings
while viewing a partner’s picture were only marginally different from those recorded
while holding a partner’s hand. Master et al. concluded that priming someone with a
loved one’s image can sufficiently alter his or her experience of pain, presumably
through the activation of mental representations associated with social support. This
finding is particularly fascinating from a clinical perspective – surrounding oneself with
images of, or mementos from, loved ones may provide sufficient comfort during times
of need. Although further research is needed, this understanding could be particularly
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helpful for individuals undergoing long hospital stays, for example, when loved ones
may not always be able to be physically present.
Results of the present program of research support the possibility that the belief a
loved one will be available and responsive when needed is important to overall wellbeing and could potentially be more influential than a partner’s physical presence, the
specifics of what is said, or the way support is processed. Furthering our understanding
of social relationships and support, particularly as it pertains to the bolstering of
attachment security, could help us to better tap into the physical and emotional benefits
of interpersonal connection.
Research suggests that associations between positive social relationships, health,
and well-being extend beyond the experience of pain or comfort; quality interpersonal
relationships promote better physical and psychological well-being (Cohen & JanickiDeverts, 2009; Feeney, 1999; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010;
Uchino, 2006; Whisman & Baucom, 2012). Specifically, positive social relationships
and support are associated with lower rates of morbidity and mortality, increased
positive health behaviours, improved compliance to medical regimens, decreased length
of hospitalization, lower stress levels, reduced blood pressure, better immune function,
improved mood, and higher perceived levels of control (Feeney & Collins, 2015;
Hawkley & Cacioppo, 2010; Holt-Lunstad et al., 2010; Sbarra et al., 2011). Positive
social relationships may also influence the prognosis and course of various illnesses
(Cohen & Janicki-Deverts, 2009). It is clear that positive social relationships play an
important role in overall health and well-being; however, more research is needed
examining the mechanisms involved in this complex relationship – what qualities or
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aspects of supportive relationships are most important? How can we use this information
to improve the well-being of individuals who may not have access to adequate social
support? Are we paying enough attention to social support and positive relationships in
the current health system, particularly given the associated benefits? In addition, it is
important to note that much of the research on attachment, relationships, and well-being
has been conducted from the perspective of individuals; relationships, however, are both
dynamic and reciprocal (Pietromonaco et al., 2013). Examining one member of a couple
gives us part of the picture – more research focusing on dyadic relationship processes
and health is needed. This research may be facilitated by a more thorough understanding
of how partners can better interact, communicate, understand, and support one another.
Relationship Quality and Well-Being
The above literature, together with the present program of research, highlight the
importance of quality interpersonal relationships – and attachment security – to overall
well-being. What happens, however, if the quality of a given relationship is somewhat
questionable? Relationships are complicated and at times they may resemble a roller
coaster ride more so than a fairy-tale romance. Because insecure attachment is often
associated with poorer relationship quality, individuals higher in attachment anxiety
and/or avoidance often experience greater relationship dissatisfaction and more frequent
symptoms of poor health (Feeney, 1999; Maunder & Hunter, 2001). Insecure attachment
has been identified as a risk factor for a variety of physical and mental health concerns,
including but not limited to depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, eating
disorders, stress, loneliness, high blood pressure, sleep difficulties, risky health
behaviours, and pain (Bernarden et al., 2011; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012; Stanton &
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Campbell, 2014). In contrast, attachment security, with its association to such qualities
as increased flexibility, positivity, openness, and emotional regulation, may serve as a
protective factor for overall well-being (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2012). Results of the
present program of research reinforce the importance of learning more about the
processes through which attachment security can be fostered or enhanced and how
attachment anxiety and avoidance may interact with one another to influence
relationship satisfaction and well-being.
Conflict happens from time-to-time in almost all relationships, and conflict inand-of itself is not necessarily a bad thing (Gottman & Silver, 2015; Johnson &
Greenberg, 1994a). Research suggests that the way a couple chooses to respond to
conflict when it occurs is far more important than the number of disagreements or the
outcome of those disagreements (Gottman & Silver, 2015; Johnson & Greenberg,
1994a, 1994b). Specifically, Johnson and Greenberg (1994a, 1994b) suggested that it is
the degree to which a couple is open and responsive to one another on an emotional
level that is crucial for relationship satisfaction and success. Consequently, they argue
that therapeutic approaches focusing solely on behaviour change, skill development, or
cognitive restructuring are not enough – what a couple really needs is the establishment
of a safe, trusting, and supportive environment where each member feels
unconditionally loved, respected, connected, and heard.
Implications for Couple Therapy
Grounded in attachment theory, Emotionally Focused Couple Therapy (EFT)
aims to facilitate the development of secure attachment bonds amongst couples by
focusing on the identification and communication of attachment-related emotions,
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needs, and fears (Domingue & Mollen, 2009; Johnson & Whiffen, 1999; Wiebe &
Johnson, 2016). Couples learn to recognize and interrupt maladaptive patterns of
interaction, working together to re-establish secure emotional connections (Johnson &
Greenberg, 1994a). Imagine Sally and Frank; Sally arrives home from work to see Frank
sitting on the couch watching hockey. Dishes are piled up in the sink and the laundry
lies unfolded in a pile next to him. He looks up with a smile and says, “Hey hun! What
should we do for dinner?” Sally explodes with anger, “I don’t even know why I bother
anymore! You are totally useless. You don’t think of anyone but yourself.” She bursts
into tears as she snatches up her purse, slamming the door behind her. “Well hello to
you too!” Frank calls angrily after her.
Certain behaviours pull for certain responses. When couples use criticism,
contempt, defensiveness, or emotional distancing (i.e., stonewalling; Gottman & Silver,
2015), it fosters a cycle of attachment insecurity and creates significant relationship
tension and distress. Neither partner is able to move below the surface in order to be
vulnerable with the other – to communicate how they feel or what they need. For
instance, Sally may feel that Frank does not value her or her time – she worries that he
sees her as an employee rather than a partner. When he does not help around the house,
she feels overwhelmed and alone. She wishes they could reconnect and enjoy each
other’s company without everything leading to an argument. Frank misses spending
time with Sally. He genuinely looks forward to relaxing with her after work. He feels
rejected when she rushes around doing other things. Housework is not a priority to him
during the week – the house is relatively tidy, and he would rather spend the evenings
doing something fun together. Whenever he does try to help around the house, he
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always seems to do it the “wrong way.” He worries Sally has lost interest in him – that
he is not good enough for her – and this scares him. Interestingly, both Sally and Frank
want the same thing – to feel more connected to one another. This message is much less
clear based on their interaction; if they cannot reach each other, they are likely to
continue drifting further and further apart.
As discussed by Johnson and Greenman (2006), the change process in EFT
occurs across three treatment phases. The first phase, Cycle De-escalation, focuses on
both the therapeutic alliance and the identification of core attachment needs. Couples
learn to identify maladaptive interaction cycles that prevent them from establishing
secure connections or reducing distress. The links between these cycles and core
relationship issues are explored. The second phase, Restructuring Interactional
Positions, focuses on the mutual sharing and acceptance of attachment needs, wants, and
fears. By sharing their respective needs and insecurities in a safe and trusting
environment, partners are better able to hear and understand one another. The practice of
being vulnerable with one another in a safe and supportive way, in conjunction with the
increased understanding of one another’s needs and fears, is thought to strengthen the
couple’s bond. The final phase, Consolidation and Integration, assists couples in
applying these skills to their day-to-day interactions, allowing them to practice (and
integrate) more adaptive approaches to conflict resolution. By tuning into their emotions
and communicating their attachment-related needs and fears to each other across these
three phases, couples can work towards establishing a more secure, stable, and trusting
relationship. If they can connect with and support each other emotionally in a more
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adaptive way, then they are more likely to cope with issues and distress more effectively
when it arises.
EFT is recognized as an effective and empirically supported approach for
addressing relationship distress in couple therapy (Baucom et al., 1998; Halford & Doss,
2016; Johnson et al., 1999; Snyder et al., 2006; Snyder & Halford, 2012; Wiebe &
Johnson, 2016). It has been evaluated across multiple randomized clinical trials
(ICEEFT, 2017; Johnson et al., 1999) and has been effective in treating relationship
distress with various populations (McCrae et al., 2014). A meta-analysis conducted by
Byrne and colleagues (2004) revealed that couples undergoing 8-12, 1-1.5 hour sessions
of EFT show statistically significant reductions in relationship distress (mean posttreatment effect size = -1.27), with the average EFT couple faring better than 89% of
untreated wait-list control couples. Furthermore, gains achieved during therapy were
shown to be maintained at follow-up periods ranging from two months to two years
(Byrne et al., 2004).
Despite extensive empirical support for the efficacy and effectiveness of EFT
(Wiebe & Johnson, 2016), further research is needed to clarify how and when important
changes occur during the therapy process (McRae et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 1999).
EFT draws on attachment theory to better understand common interaction cycles that
occur amongst distressed couples (e.g., the demand/withdraw cycle and its relation to
attachment anxiety vs. avoidance; Burgess-Moser et al., 2016). EFT is thought to help
couples develop a more secure attachment bond; until recently, however, little research
existed connecting this theoretical assumption to the actual change process in EFT.
Burgess-Moser et al. (2016) examined the link between attachment-based assumptions
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and corresponding changes in couples’ self-reported relationship-specific attachment
orientations over the course of therapy, with the expectation that couples would report a
significant decrease in attachment anxiety and avoidance over the course of treatment
along with a significant increase in relationship satisfaction. A total of 32 couples
recruited from a community sample were randomly assigned to 14 clinicians trained in
EFT. Partners completed a measure of relationship satisfaction and relationship-specific
attachment after each session, with couples completing an average of 21.3 sessions.
Results revealed significant movement towards attachment security across sessions, with
session-by-session decreases in attachment anxiety and avoidance associated with
significant increases in relationship satisfaction. Changes were particularly notable for
couples who were able to engage in blamer softening, an event during which a more
anxious, blaming partner is able to re-engage a more withdrawn partner by expressing
his/her fears of abandonment. This expression of vulnerability is met with acceptance
and emotional support from the partner who is typically more withdrawn, thereby
establishing a more secure connection. Burgess-Moser et al. concluded that these results
provided empirical support for the theoretical attachment-based assumptions of EFT.
The above research suggests that both attachment and relationship satisfaction
play an important role in the change process of EFT. The communication of attachment
needs and fears in a safe and secure environment (i.e., the occurrence of a blamer
softening event) is a critical point for a couple to reach to re-establish emotional
connection (Burgess-Moser et al., 2016; Johnson, 2004). It is possible that the way in
which these needs are communicated influences feelings and perceptions of support.
Results of Study 1 in the present program of research suggest that pronoun use may be
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an important factor to consider in terms of support communication across the phases of
EFT, particularly for those higher in attachment anxiety. Future research could benefit
from assessing the role of pronoun use in the sharing of attachment related needs and
fears, particularly within the context of a blamer softening event.
The overarching goal of EFT is to help couples develop more secure patterns of
relating. Thus, learning to emotionally experience, identify, express, and respond to
attachment-related needs and fears in an attentive and affiliative way is important to the
overall change process (Wiebe & Johnson, 2016). Research is needed to determine how
such change events during EFT may modify existing working models of attachment and
relationships. Addressing these knowledge gaps may further clarify the change process
and the links between theoretical attachment-related assumptions and the practice of
EFT. Findings of the current dissertation reinforce the importance of enhancing trust in
partner availability and responsiveness. If underlying beliefs and biases related to
existing working models of attachment are not sufficiently challenged, then long-term
shifts in felt security, relationship satisfaction, and well-being may be less likely.
Results also highlight the importance of considering the ways in which attachment
anxiety and avoidance interact to influence relationship satisfaction and well-being.
Conceptualizing a particular partner as anxious or avoidant may oversimplify the
complexity of attachment relationships, needs, and patterns of relating. This finding is
important for clinicians to consider, both in terms of case conceptualization and the
application of therapeutic techniques or interventions.
Findings related to support feedback in the present program of research also have
implications for therapeutic approaches such as EFT. Results from Study 2 suggested
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that challenges with open communication and feedback are not unique to those higher in
attachment anxiety or avoidance and may be experienced more broadly. If support needs
and preferences are not clearly communicated, romantic partners may not always know
how to respond to a loved one’s distress. Open and safe communication in a relationship
is an important skill that may foster trust and enhance felt security. Helping couples reestablish secure patterns of interaction is not only likely to reduce distress and improve
relationship satisfaction, but it may also promote the overall health and well-being of
both partners.
Limitations, Strengths, and Future Directions
It is important to consider the results of the present program of research within
the context of associated limitations. First of all, results may not be generalizable to a
broader population. Samples for both studies were collected online via MTurk;
consequently, participation involved some degree of self-selection. Participation was
also restricted to those residing in Canada and the U.S. and participants tended to be
highly educated. Thus, results may not fully account for the diversity that exists in the
broader population.
Furthermore, due to the inherent separation of researcher from study participants
in online research, the study environment could not be controlled. It was important for
participants in both studies to closely follow instructions, engage with the stimuli
provided, and fully immerse themselves in support experience. Various factors including
inattentiveness, effort, or exposure to outside distractions could have influenced the
integrity of the study design and the effectiveness of associated manipulations. Thus, the
inability to closely monitor participation, timelines, and adherence to study instructions
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could have impacted data quality. Steps were taken to ensure data quality (e.g.,
participation was limited to workers with high approval rates, completion times were
monitored, attention checks were included amongst questionnaire items); however, it
was impossible to fully control the conditions under which the study was completed or
the effort that was put in by the participants. Although laboratory research has its own
challenges, it would be interesting to see whether study results might differ if conducted
in a more controlled research setting.
Finally, the present program of research examined the experiences of only one
partner within the romantic relationship. Much of the existing research, present studies
included, focus on attachment and support at the intrapersonal level as opposed to at the
dyadic level (McLeod et al., 2020). There are certainly reasons for this trend. Studies
involving individuals as opposed to couples are still very valuable and informative.
Moreover, it can be quite challenging, expensive, and time consuming to conduct in
vivo research involving the participation of both partners within a romantic relationship.
As pointed out by Feeney and Collins (2015), however, social support is an
interpersonal process shaped by both the support provider and the support recipient.
Consequently, future research could benefit from examining attachment and support
communication within the context of the relationship based on the characteristics,
experiences, and perspectives of both partners.
In spite of these limitations, the present program of research also possesses
important strengths. There are limitations to online data collection and associated
generalizability; however, the demographics of those participating in Study 1 and 2 were
fairly consistent with available Canadian and U.S. census information. Participants were
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also more diverse in age than traditional student samples and were in longer-term, stable
romantic relationships.
Study 1 expanded upon the work of Fizell (2011) and LeBlanc (2015) by
recruiting a larger, non-student sample, by addressing methodological and power-related
concerns, and by integrating both processing style and pronoun use. The study design
and stimuli were creative and unique. The incorporation of qualitative elements further
enriched the results by adding more context to quantitative findings. Future research
could benefit from incorporating more qualitative research components to better
understand how support preferences and needs might shift with attachment and across
time. By encouraging participants to reflect on a personally relevant stressor and support
experience, Study 2 was able to build upon the findings of Study 1 and enhance
ecological validity. Furthermore, by examining support feedback more directly, Study 2
also able to highlight possible roadblocks to enhancing support communication and felt
security.
As previously stated, it is important to note that the current program of research
focused on the experience of a brief snapshot of emotional support. Research has shown
that working models of attachment are shaped over time based on experiences with
attachment figures; although malleable, long-standing biases exist and can be somewhat
resistant to change. It is extremely interesting that significant findings related to pronoun
use were observed within a single support experience. That said, it may have been
somewhat ambitious to expect widespread shifts in the relationships between
attachment, processing style, pronoun use, and well-being with after just one support
experience. Future research could benefit from applying a similar research methodology
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to repeated support experiences over time. Doing so could clarify existing findings,
particularly with respect to the influence – or lack thereof – of processing style on
relationships between attachment and well-being. The incorporation of alternative
quantitative measures that are more sensitive to momentary shifts in relationship
satisfaction and well-being may also be helpful to consider.
Conclusion
Through research we often seek to understand complex processes by breaking
them down into their component parts; however, at times we can lose sight of the bigger
picture. Results from the current dissertation suggest that subtleties such as pronoun use
may matter in certain support situations. The specific details of how support is processed
may be less important. It is possible that the belief emotional support will be available
when needed could be more important to overall well-being than the specifics of what is
actually said or how emotional support is processed. At our core we are a social species,
and what matters most at the end of the day, regardless of attachment, processing style,
or support content may be feeling like we belong.
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Table 1
Main Hypotheses, Principal Analyses, and Results for Study 1
Hypothesis

Principal
Analysis

Results

Contribution to
the
Literature

The relationship between
attachment and both RS
and SWB would be
moderated by the way
support was processed.

Pearson Correlations
and Moderated
Hierarchical Multiple
Regressions

Not
Supported

Adaptation

The relationship between
attachment and both RS
and SWB would be
moderated by pronoun
use.

Pearson Correlations
and Moderated
Hierarchical Multiple
Regressions

Partially
Supported

Adaptation

The relationships between
attachment, RS, and SWB
would be moderated by
both pronoun use and the
way support was
processed (3-way
interaction)

Pearson Correlations
and Moderated
Hierarchical Multiple
Regressions

Not
Supported

Unique

Inductive Thematic
Analysis

-

Unique

Exploratory (Subjective
reactions to support
provided)

Note. RS = relationship satisfaction; SWB = subjective well-being
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Table 2
Participant Characteristics for Study 1
Variable

N

%

Female

87

44.8

Male

107

55.2

Canada

55

28.2

USA

140

71.8

English

179

92.3

Other

15

7.7

High School Degree

21

10.8

Some College/University

44

22.6

College/University Degree

111

56.9

Advanced Degree

19

9.7

170

87.2

Gay or Lesbian

9

4.6

Bisexual

15

7.7

Other

1

0.5

Casually Dating

8

4.1

Seriously Dating

71

36.4

Common-Law

25

12.8

Married

90

46.2

Gender

Country of Residence

Native (First) Language

Highest Level of Education

Sexual Identity
Heterosexual or Straight

Relationship Status

Note. N = 195
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Table 3
Descriptive Statistics for Study 1 Variables
Variables

N

M

SD

Minimum

Maximum

Age

194

35.51

10.65

19

72

Relationship Length

195

95.33a

101.93

6

595

Attachment Anxiety

195

3.01

1.44

1.00

6.00

Attachment Avoidance

195

2.55

1.05

1.00

5.39

Relationship Satisfaction

195

5.97

1.03

1.76

7.00

Positive Affect

194

31.24

8.86

12.00

50.00

Negative Affect

195

17.88

9.82

10.00

46.00

Satisfaction with Life

195

23.99

7.20

5.00

35.00

(Mos.)

Note. N = 195. Processing Style: 50.8% Natural Processing; 49.2% Directed Focus.
Pronoun Use: 49.2% Independent; 50.8% Interdependent. Gender: 44.8% Female;
55.2% Male.
a Mdn

= 60.0.

Table 4
Descriptive Statistics for Study 1 Variables by Condition

Variables

Condition 1
(n = 47)
M
SD

Condition 2
(n = 52)
M
SD

Condition 3
(n = 49)
M
SD

Condition 4
(n = 47)
M
SD

Age

33.64

9.93

38.38

11.89

35.88

10.38

33.78

9.69

Relationship Length (Mos.)

86.72a

86.50

120.63b

109.95

100.06c

126.87

71.02d

68.60

Attachment Anxiety

3.14

1.33

2.97

1.40

2.87

1.41

3.06

1.63

Attachment Avoidance

2.64

0.95

2.63

1.11

2.51

1.11

2.41

1.00

Relationship Satisfaction

5.89

0.99

5.89

1.22

5.93

0.99

6.18

.88

Positive Affect

29.60

9.38

30.40

8.01

32.77

10.00

32.25

7.84

Negative Affect

17.35

9.24

19.00

10.15

18.36

10.38

16.66

9.54

Satisfaction with Life

24.32

6.12

23.49

7.82

24.82

7.55

23.34

7.21

Note. Condition 1 = Independent Pronoun Use & Natural Processing; Condition 2 = Interdependent Pronoun Use & Natural
Processing; Condition 3 = Independent Pronoun Use & Directed Focus; Condition 4 = Interdependent Pronoun Use & Directed Focus.
a

Mdn = 48.0. b Mdn = 71.0. c Mdn = 49.0. d Mdn = 45.0
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Table 5
Intercorrelations Among Study 1 Variables
Variables
1
1. Age

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

-

2. Gender

-.15*

3. Rlshp Length (Mos.)

.64***

-.22**

4. Attachment Anxiety

-.35***

.04

-.26***

5. Attach. Avoidance

-.26***

.11

-.15*

.63***

6. Processing Style

-.06

.11

-.09

-.03

-.09

-

7. Pronoun Use

.07

.02

.02

.00

-.02

-.04

-

8. Rlshp. Satisfaction

.08

-.01

-.00

-.43***

-.72***

.08

.06

-

9. Positive Affect

.10

.12

-.03

.02

-.12

.14*

.01

.09

10. Negative Affect

-.17*

.06

-.07

.53***

.51***

-.04

.00

-.47***

-.02

.06

.02

-.19**

-.36***

.02

-.08

.37***

.45***

11. Satisfaction with Life .07

-

-.18*

Note. N = 193-195. Rlshp = Relationship; Attach. = Attachment.
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*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 6
Study 1: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Relationship Satisfaction from
Age, Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, Processing Style, and Pronoun Use
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.01
Age

.14

.08

.10

Gender

-.01

-.01

-.01

Relationship Length (Months)

-.08

.00

-.06

Step 2
Attachment Anxiety

.53**
.01

-.43

.00

-.76**

-.72

-.58

Processing Style

-.00

.08

-.00

Pronoun Use

.04

.06

.04

Attachment Avoidance

Step 3
Anxiety x Avoidance

.05*
-.17**

-.17

-.16

Anxiety x Processing Style

.17

-.24

.08

Avoidance x Processing Style

-.07

-.49

-.03

Anxiety x Pronoun Use

-.13

-.37

-.06

Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.03

-.54

.02

Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.05

.12

.03

Step 4

.01

Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style

.16

.09

.09

Anxiety x Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.01

-.16

.01

Anxiety x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.16

-.21

.05

Avoidance x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.13

-.34

-.05

Step 5
Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style x
Pronoun Use
TOTAL R2 = .61
Note. N = 193. Overall F(18, 174) = 14.78, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; **p ≤ .001.

.01
.26

.09

.09
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Table 7
Study 1: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Positive Affect from Age, Gender,
Relationship Length, Attachment, Processing Style, and Pronoun Use
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.04
Age

.21

.11

.16

Gender

.12

.12

.12

Relationship Length (Months)

-.14

-.03

.10

Step 2

.05

Attachment Anxiety

.20

.02

.15

Attachment Avoidance

-.20

-.11

-.15

Processing Style

.12

.15

.12

Pronoun Use

-.01

.00

-.01

Step 3
Anxiety x Avoidance

.10*
.25**

.26

.24

Anxiety x Processing Style

.07

.01

.03

Avoidance x Processing Style

-.03

-.11

-.02

Anxiety x Pronoun Use

-.32

-.06

-.16

Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.20

-.05

.10

Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.08

.07

-.04

Step 4

.03

Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style

.28

.35

.16

Anxiety x Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.05

.14

.03

Anxiety x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.17

-.03

.05

Avoidance x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.03

-.00

.01

Step 5
Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style x
Pronoun Use
TOTAL R2 = .22
Note. N = 192. Overall F(18, 173) = 2.69, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; **p ≤ .001.

.00
-.15

.18

-.06
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Table 8
Study 1: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Negative Affect from Age,
Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, Processing Style, and Pronoun Use
Predictor
R
sr

Step 1
Age

-.21

-.17

-.16

Gender

.04

.06

.04

Relationship Length (Months)

.07

-.07

.05

Step 2
.35**

.53

.26

Attachment Avoidance

.30**

.51

.23

Processing Style

.01

-.03

.01

Pronoun Use

.01

-.00

.01

Step 3

.07*

Anxiety x Avoidance

.14

.15

.13

Anxiety x Processing Style

.15

.41

.08

Avoidance x Processing Style

-.10

.35

-.05

Anxiety x Pronoun Use

-.35*

.30

-.17

Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.22

.41

.11

Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.16

-.07

-.09

Step 4

.03

Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style

-.05

.03

-.03

Anxiety x Avoidance x Pronoun Use

-.29*

.05

-.14

Anxiety x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.15

.21

-.05

Avoidance x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.09

.24

-.03

Step 5

TOTAL R2 = .43
Note. N = 193. Overall F(18, 174) = 7.37, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01**p ≤ .001.

.03

.30**

Attachment Anxiety

Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style x
Pronoun Use

R2

.00
-.10

-.09

-.04
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Table 9
Study 1: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Satisfaction with Life from Age,
Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, Processing Style, and Pronoun Use
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.01
Age

.08

.07

.06

Gender

.08

.07

.08

Relationship Length (Months)

.00

.03

.00

Step 2
Attachment Anxiety

.13**
.06

-.19

.05

-.40**

-.35

-.31

Processing Style

-.03

.03

-.02

Pronoun Use

-.09

-.08

-.09

Attachment Avoidance

Step 3

.07*

Anxiety x Avoidance

.17*

.14

.17

Anxiety x Processing Style

.13

-.08

.07

Avoidance x Processing Style

.10

-.19

.05

-.33*

-.25

-.17

Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.14

-.27

.05

Processing Style x Pronoun Use

-.06

-.04

-.04

Anxiety x Pronoun Use

Step 4

.03

Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style

.18

.22

.11

Anxiety x Avoidance x Pronoun Use

.13

.05

.06

Anxiety x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.21

-.09

.07

Avoidance x Processing Style x Pronoun Use

.12

-.06

.05

Step 5
Anxiety x Avoidance x Processing Style x
Pronoun Use
TOTAL R2 = .25
Note. N = 193. Overall F(18, 174) = 3.25, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; **p ≤ .001.

.01
-.22

.08

-.08
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Table 10
Main Hypotheses, Associated Principal Analyses, and Results for Study 2
Hypothesis

Principal
Analyses

Results

Contribution to the
Literature

The way support was
processed would
moderate the relationship
between attachment and
both RS and SWB

Pearson
Correlations and
Moderated
Hierarchical
Multiple
Regressions

Not
Supported

Unique

A negative relationship
would exist between
attachment insecurity and
perceptions of partner
helpfulness

Pearson
Correlations

Partially
Supported

Adaptation/Replication

A negative relationship
would exist between
attachment insecurity and
communication of
support feedback

Pearson
Correlations

Not
Supported

Adaptation/Replication

Note. RS = relationship satisfaction; SWB = subjective well-being
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Table 11
Participant Characteristics for Study 2
Variable

N

%

Female

55

40.4

Male

81

59.6

Canada

56

41.2

USA

80

58.8

English

125

91.9

Other

11

8

High School Degree

18

13.4

Some College/University

32

23.9

College/University Degree

71

53

Advanced Degree

13

9.7

117

86

Gay or Lesbian

7

5.1

Bisexual

11

8.1

Other

1

.7

Casually Dating

5

3.7

Seriously Dating

59

43.4

Common-Law

13

9.6

Married

59

43.4

Gender

Country of Residence

Native (First) Language

Highest Level of Education

Sexual Identity
Heterosexual or Straight

Relationship Status

Note. N = 136
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Table 12
Descriptive Statistics for Study 2 Variables
Variables

N

M

SD

Minimum

Maximum

136

4.11

1.05

1

5

Age

136

34.83

9.26

19

65

Relationship Length

136

90.79a

94.91

6

506

Attachment Anxiety

136

3.03

1.40

1.00

6.67

Attachment Avoidance

136

2.57

1.06

1.00

5.06

Relationship Satisfaction

136

6.08

.88

3.35

7.00

Positive Affect

136

30.00

9.60

12

50

Negative Affect

136

14.94

7.61

10

45

Satisfaction with Life

136

24.25

7.21

5

35

Stressfulness of
Experience

(Mos.)

Note. N = 136. Writing Condition: 48.5% Support-Focused; 51.5% Natural Coping.
Gender: 40.4% Female; 59.6% Male.
a

Mdn = 53.5.
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Table 13
Descriptive Statistics for Study 2 Variables by Condition

Variables
Stressfulness of Experience

Natural Coping
Writing Condition
(n = 70)
M
SD
4.09
1.03

Support-Focused
Writing Condition
(n = 66)
M
SD
4.14
1.08

Age

35.67

9.47

33.94

9.01

101.61a

107.57

79.32b

78.52

Attachment Anxiety

2.73

1.29

3.35

1.45

Attachment Avoidance

2.46

1.02

2.69

1.10

Relationship Satisfaction

6.10

0.94

6.06

0.83

Positive Affect

30.17

10.05

29.82

9.18

Negative Affect

14.61

7.18

15.28

8.09

Satisfaction with Life

24.37

6.91

24.12

7.58

Relationship Length (Mos.)

a

Mdn = 68.0. b Mdn = 51.0

Table 14
Intercorrelations Among Study 2 Variables
Variables
1. Age

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

-

2. Gender

-.17

3. Relationship Length (Mos.)

.60***

-.33***

4. Attachment Anxiety

-.28**

.07

-.30***

5. Attachment Avoidance

-.14

.05

-.15

.55***

6. Writing Condition

-.09

.05

-.12

.22*

.11

7. Relationship Satisfaction

.03

-.12

.14

-.33***

-.70***

-.02

-

8. Positive Affect

.14

.13

.04

.04

-.21*

-.02

.23*

9. Negative Affect

-.12

.11

-.13

.44***

.32***

.04

-.34***

.12

.08

-.05

.16

-.28***

-.49***

-.02

.45***

.50***

10. Satisfaction with Life

9

--

-.16

Note. N = 193-195.
*p < .05, **p < .01, *** p < .001.
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Table 15
Study 2: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Relationship Satisfaction from
Age, Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, and Writing Condition
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.03
Age

-.08

.03

-.07

Gender

-.08

-.12

-.07

.17

.14

.13

Relationship Length (Months)
Step 2
Attachment Anxiety
Attachment Avoidance
Writing Condition

.49**
.08

-.33

.06

-.75**

-.70

-.62

.05

-.02

.05

Step 3

.01

Anxiety x Avoidance

-.04

.23

-.04

Anxiety x Writing Condition

.28

-.28

.07

Avoidance x Writing Condition

.15

-.64

.04

Step 4
Anxiety x Avoidance x Writing Condition
TOTAL R2 = .54
Note. N = 136. Overall F(10, 125) = 14.78, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; ** p ≤ .001.

.01
.41

.18

.11
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Table 16
Study 2: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Positive Affect from Age, Gender,
Relationship Length, Attachment, and Writing Condition
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.04
Age

.18

.14

.14

Gender

.15

.13

.14

-.02

.04

-.02

Relationship Length (Months)
Step 2
Attachment Anxiety

.09*
.28*

.04

.22

Attachment Avoidance

-.34**

-.21

-.29

Writing Condition

-.03

-.02

-.03

Step 3
Anxiety x Avoidance
Anxiety x Writing Condition
Avoidance x Writing Condition

.02
.09

.15

.08

-.29

.03

-.07

.35

-.17

.09

Step 4
Anxiety x Avoidance x Writing Condition
TOTAL R2 = .15
Note. N = 136. Overall F(10, 125) = 2.19, p = .02.
*p ≤ .01; ** p ≤ .001.

.00
.18

.14

.05
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Table 17
Study 2: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Negative Affect from Age,
Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, and Writing Condition
Predictor
r
sr

Step 1
Age
Gender
Relationship Length (Months)

-.07

-.12

-.06

.08

.11

.07

-.06

-.13

-.05

Step 2
.40**

.44

.31

Attachment Avoidance

.10

.32

.09

Writing Condition

-.06

.04

-.05

Step 3

Anxiety x Writing Condition
Avoidance x Writing Condition

.05
.25*

.16

.23

-.25

.42

-.06

.10

.32

.03

Step 4
Anxiety x Avoidance x Writing Condition
TOTAL R2 = .26
Note. N = 136. Overall F(10, 125) = 4.47, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; ** p ≤ .001.

.03

.18**

Attachment Anxiety

Anxiety x Avoidance

R2

.00
-.10

.19

-.03
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Table 18
Study 2: Hierarchical Multiple Regression Predicting Satisfaction with Life from Age,
Gender, Relationship Length, Attachment, and Writing Condition
Predictor
r
sr

R2
Step 1
.03
Age

-.03

.08

-.03

Gender

.01

-.05

.01

Relationship Length (Months)

.18

.16

.14

Step 2

.22**

Attachment Anxiety

-.01

-.28

-.01

Attachment Avoidance

-.48**

-.49

-.40

.05

-.02

.04

Writing Condition
Step 3
Anxiety x Avoidance

.01
.09

.20

.08

Anxiety x Writing Condition

-.22

-.28

-.05

Avoidance x Writing Condition

-.12

-.48

-.03

Step 4
Anxiety x Avoidance x Writing Condition
TOTAL R2 = .26
Note. N = 136. Overall F(10, 125) = 4.37, p < .001.
*p ≤ .01; ** p ≤ .001.

.00
.03

.16

.01
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APPENDIX A: Informed Consent for Study 1
Study Title: Investigating Support in Romantic Relationships
Please read the following information carefully before agreeing to participate
in this research study.
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study to examine how people
experience support in stressful situations. To be eligible to participate in this study you
must be 19 years of age or older and currently involved in a committed romantic
relationship (i.e., exclusively involved with one partner with no separations or breakups
for a period of at least six months).
Researcher Information: This study is being conducted by Samantha Fizell for her
doctoral dissertation, under the supervision of Dr. Enrico DiTommaso (rico@unb.ca)
from the Department of Psychology at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.
If you have questions regarding this study, please contact the primary investigator at
samantha.fizell@unb.ca.
Study Description: Participation in this study involves the completion of a series of
questionnaires regarding how you typically feel in emotionally intimate relationships, as
well as your mood and feelings regarding your current romantic relationship. In
addition, you will be guided through a brief imagined stressful scenario regarding a
work-related situation, and subsequently asked to read a message of support, imagining
that the message is from your romantic partner. It is expected that data will be collected
from approximately 200 participants.
Participation: This study will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete, and you
will receive $1.50 (USD) for your participation. Your participation in this study is
voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty. You have the right to omit
any questions you choose and you may withdraw from the study at any time without
loss of compensation. To receive compensation please proceed to the end of the study,
obtain the unique code for this HIT, and submit it.
Benefits/Risks: By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to
contribute to social psychological literature regarding support in romantic relationships.
There are no direct foreseeable risks involved in this study. Please be advised that you
are free to omit any questions you choose, and you may withdraw from the study at any
time without penalty. Steps will be taken to protect your privacy, as described below.
Confidentiality: When information is transmitted over the internet, privacy cannot be
fully guaranteed. With your consent to participate in this study, you acknowledge this
risk. Please note that all reasonable steps will be taken to protect your privacy.
Questionnaire responses will be collected via Qualtrics, an online survey tool. Qualtrics
servers are secured by high-end firewall systems and Transport Layer Security
encryption to protect the privacy and confidentiality of your responses. The primary
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investigator will have access to your MTurk worker ID solely for the purposes of
distributing compensation. Responses to this study will be kept confidential and will not
be connected to your worker ID or to any other identifying information. Study materials
and de-identified electronic data will be stored securely on a password protected
computer. This data will be retained securely for a period of seven years, after which it
will be destroyed. All results for this study will be reported in aggregate, meaning that
your individual responses will not be shared or disclosed. The results of this study will
be presented by Samantha Fizell at her Doctoral Dissertation Defense at the University
of New Brunswick. The results may also be presented at an academic conference or
published in a psychological journal.
Additional Contact Information: This study has been reviewed and approved by the
University Research Ethics Board (REB #: 052-2018). If you feel you have not been
treated according to the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant in
research have been violated, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes, Co-Chair, Research
Ethics Board, University of New Brunswick, Saint John (506-648-5994; reb@unb.ca).
By entering this survey, I confirm that I have read the information in the Informed
Consent statement, that I am 19 years of age or older, and I voluntarily agree to
participate in this research study. I understand that my responses will be kept
confidential and that I may withdraw my participation at any point without
penalty.

Yes, I consent to participate.
No, I do not consent to participate.
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APPENDIX B: Demographics Questionnaire
(Study 1 & Study 2)
1. Age: _______
2. Gender: ________
3. Place of Birth (Country and Province/State/Region): ____________
4. Country of Residence: ____________
5. What is your highest level of education?
a. High School Degree
b. Some College/University
c. College/University Degree
d. Advanced Degree
e. Other: ______________
6. What is your native (first) language? __________________
7. Are you a fluent speaker of English?
a. Yes ____
b. No ____
8. With respect to sexual identity, do you consider yourself to be:
a. Heterosexual or straight
b. Gay or lesbian
c. Bisexual
d. Other (please specify) _________
9. Are you currently in a committed romantic relationship (i.e., exclusively
involved with one partner with no separations or breakups for at least six
months)?
a. Yes____
b. No ____
10. How would you best describe your current relationship with your partner?
a. Casually dating
b. Seriously Dating
c. Common-law
d. Married
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e. Other: __________
11. Approximately how long have you and your partner known each other?
For example, 1.5 years = 1 year, 6 months.
________ Years
_________Months
12. Approximately how long have you and your partner been together as a couple?
For example, 1.5 years = 1 year, 6 months.
________ Years
_________Months
13. Number of committed romantic relationships you have been in to date, including
your current relationship: ________
14. What was the length of your longest committed romantic relationship?
For example, 1.5 years = 1 year, 6 months.
________ Years
_________Months
15. In general, how supportive do you find the people closest to you, including your
partner?
a. Completely Supportive
b. Somewhat Supportive
c. Neutral
d. Somewhat Unsupportive
e. Completely Unsupportive
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APPENDIX C: Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised Questionnaire
(ECR-R; Study 1 & Study 2)
The statements below concern how you feel in emotionally intimate relationships. We
are interested in how you generally experience relationships, not just in what is
happening in a current relationship. Respond to each statement by circling the number
which indicates how much you agree or disagree with the statement.
Strongly
Disagree

Moderately
Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Neutral

Slightly
Agree

1

2

3

4

5

Moderately
Agree
6

Strongly
Agree
7

I’m afraid that I will lose my partner’s love.
I often worry that my partner will not want to stay with me.
I often worry that my partner doesn’t really love me.
I worry that romantic partners won’t care about me as much as I care about them.
I often wish that my partner’s feeling for me were as strong as my feelings for
him or her.
6. I worry a lot about my relationships.
7. When my partner is out of sight, I worry that he or she might become interested
in someone else.
8. When I show my feelings for romantic partners, I’m afraid they will not feel the
same about me.
9. I rarely worry about my partner leaving me.
10. My romantic partner makes me doubt myself.
11. I do not often worry about being abandoned.
12. I find that my partner(s) don’t want to get as close as I would like.
13. Sometimes romantic partners change their feelings about me for no apparent
reason.
14. My desire to be very close sometimes scares people away.
15. I’m afraid that once a romantic partner gets to know me, he or she won’t like
who I really am.
16. It makes me mad that I don’t get the affection and support I need from my
partner.
17. I worry that I won’t measure up to other people.
18. My partner only seems to notice me when I’m angry.
19. I prefer not to show a partner how I feel deep down.
20. I feel comfortable sharing my private thoughts and feelings with my partner.
21. I find it difficult to allow myself to depend on romantic partners.
22. I am very comfortable being close to romantic partners.
23. I don't feel comfortable opening up to romantic partners.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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Experiences in Close Relationships-Revised Questionnaire (ECR-R; Continued)
The statements below concern how you feel in emotionally intimate relationships. We
are interested in how you generally experience relationships, not just in what is
happening in a current relationship. Respond to each statement by circling the number
which indicates how much you agree or disagree with the statement.
Strongly
Disagree

Moderately
Disagree

1

2

Slightly
Disagree
3

Neutral

Slightly
Agree

Moderately
Agree

4

5

6

24. I prefer not to be too close to romantic partners.
25. I get uncomfortable when a romantic partner wants to be very close.
26. I find it relatively easy to get close to my partner.
27. It’s not difficult for me to get close to my partner.
28. I usually discuss my problems and concerns with my partner.
29. It helps me to turn to my romantic partner in times of need.
30. I tell my partner just about everything.
31. I talk things over with my partner.
32. I am nervous when partners get too close to me.
33. I feel comfortable depending on romantic partners.
34. I find it easy to depend on romantic partners.
35. It’s easy for me to be affectionate with my partner.
36. My partner really understands me and my needs.

Strongly
Agree
7
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APPENDIX D: Perceived Support Questionnaire
(PSQ; Study 1 & Study 2)
The statements below concern how supportive you believe your partner to be. We are
interested in how supportive you believe your partner to be in general, not based on any
one situation. Respond to each statement by circling the number which indicates how
much you agree or disagree with the statement.
Strongly
Disagree

Moderately
Disagree

Slightly
Disagree

Neutral

Slightly
Agree

Moderately
Agree

Strongly
Agree

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

1. My partner respects me
2. My partner does not worry about my problems
3. Overall, my partner is supportive of me
4. My partner is around when I am in need
5. I feel valued by my partner
6. My partner cares about my feelings
7. My partner is never there for me
8. I am loved by my partner
9. My partner cares for me very much
10. I get the emotional support I need from my partner
11. I am admired by my partner
12. I can count on my partner when things go wrong
13. I can’t rely on my partner for support
14. I can talk about my problems with my partner
15. My partner is there for me
16. I can rely on my partner for support
17. I feel close to my partner
18. My partner has done a lot for me
19. My partner looks out for me
20. My partner listens to me
21. I feel as though my partner does not care about my welfare
22. I don’t feel close to my partner
23. My partner understands me
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APPENDIX E: Scenario for Study 1
Take a few deep breaths to help clear your mind. When you’re ready, please focus your
attention on the following scenario imagining that you are personally experiencing the
situation described. Think about what it would be like to be present in the moment and
how you might respond.
It finally feels like things are coming together for you! You’ve settled into a job you
enjoy, and feel confident and comfortable in your workplace. Although the workload is a
bit hectic at times, you enjoy the work and don’t mind putting in a few extra hours here
and there. Your work is very important to you, and the stability of a stable income has
been nice. You feel accomplished in your life, and those around you have been noticing
your success. Your romantic partner, family, and friends are so proud of your progress.
As you head into work, you feel content. Settling in for the day, however, you can’t help
but notice a feeling of uneasiness in the air. Things have been busy, but today feels
different. Everyone seems quiet, despite there being so much to do. You shrug it off –
your coworkers are probably just recovering from the long weekend. As you open your
email you notice a message from your manager: “Please see me in my office ASAP.”
Your stomach dips. Another load of work must be on the way. As you walk into your
manager’s office, you quickly realize something is wrong. Your manager glances up at
you from a stack of papers, her brow furrowed with concern. She informs you that the
company is going under – in two weeks the office will be closed and everyone will be out
of work. You sit there in disbelief as she thanks you for your hard work and dedication
to the company. She apologizes, shakes your hand, and offers to write you a letter of
recommendation as she walks you to the door.
Imagine yourself in this scenario as best you can, focusing on the thoughts and feelings
that might go with it. When you believe you have achieved this, please continue on to
the next section.
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APPENDIX F: Independently Worded Message of Support for Study 1
Instructions for Condition 1: You return to your desk, still in disbelief, glancing down
at your phone as you sink heavily into your chair. You see that your romantic partner
has left you a voicemail. Carefully read the message below imagining that it is coming
from your partner.
Instructions for Condition 3: You return to your desk, still in disbelief, glancing down
at your phone as you sink heavily into your chair. You see that your romantic partner
has left you a voicemail. Carefully read the message below imagining that it is coming
from your partner. As you read, pay careful attention to the parts of the message that
show that your partner is there for you unconditionally. That is, really pay attention to
the things that tell you your partner is there for you and will support you no matter what.
Independent Message: Hey, I just heard that the company is closing – is that true? Did
you know that this was a possibility? What a horrible time for this to happen. What are
you going to do? I’m sorry, this is awful. It’s obviously not your fault. I can’t imagine
what you must be feeling right now. You’ve been through tough times before though,
and you’ve always come out of it ok. I believe in you, and I’ll be there to support you
with everything the best that I can. You’re great at what you do, and you’ve worked too
hard to get to where you are now to lose it. I’m sure your manager will be able to write
you a letter of reference and maybe even put your name out to some contacts. You’ve
probably already asked about that anyway. I’m sure there are lots of options for to
consider. Whatever you decide to do, I’ll have your back. I have to get back to work, but
I’ll try you again on my lunch. You’re very important to me and I know you’re going to
get through this. Talk to you soon.
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APPENDIX G: Interdependently Worded Message of Support for Study 1
Instructions for Condition 2: You return to your desk, still in disbelief, glancing down
at your phone as you sink heavily into your chair. You see that your romantic partner
has left you a voicemail. Carefully read the message below imagining that it is coming
from your partner.
Instructions for Condition 4: You return to your desk, still in disbelief, glancing down
at your phone as you sink heavily into your chair. You see that your romantic partner
has left you a voicemail. Carefully read the message below imagining that it is coming
from your partner. As you read, pay careful attention to the parts of the message that
show that your partner is there for you unconditionally. That is, really pay attention to
the things that tell you your partner is there for you and will support you no matter what.
Interdependent Message: Hey, I just heard that the company is closing – is that true?
How did we not see this coming? What a horrible time for this to happen – things were
finally starting to come together for us! What are we going to do? I’m sorry, this is
awful. It’s obviously not your fault. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling right now.
We’ve been through tough times before though, and we’ve always come out of it ok. I
believe in you, and we’ll support each other the best that we can. You’re great at what
you do and I’m sure your boss will be able to write you a letter of reference and maybe
even put your name out to some contacts. You’ve probably already asked about that
anyway. I’m sure there are lots of options to consider. Whatever you decide to do, we
will have each other’s backs – we’re a team and we’ve worked too hard to get to where
we are now to lose it. I have to get back to work, but we can talk more at lunch. We’re
going to get through this. What’s most important is that we have each other. We’ll talk
soon.
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APPENDIX H: Global Measure of Relationship Satisfaction (GMREL)
Instructions for Study 1:
If your partner were to provide you with a similar message, how would you feel about
your relationship with your partner? For each pair of words below, circle the number
that would best describe your feelings regarding the relationship.
Very bad
1

2

3

4

5

6

Very good
7

Very unpleasant
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very pleasant
7

Very negative
1

2

3

4

5

6

Very positive
7

Very unsatisfying
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very satisfying
7

3

4

5

6

Very Valuable
7

Worthless
1

2

Instructions for Study 2:
How would you currently describe your relationship with your partner? For each pair of
words below, circle the number that best describes your relationship.

Very bad
1

2

3

4

5

6

Very good
7

Very unpleasant
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very pleasant
7

Very negative
1

2

3

4

5

6

Very positive
7

Very unsatisfying
1
2

3

4

5

6

Very satisfying
7

6

Very Valuable
7

Worthless
1

2

3

4

5
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APPENDIX I: Unidimensional Relationship Closeness Scale
(URCS; Study 1 & Study 2)
The following questions refer to your relationship with your romantic partner. Please
think about your relationship with your partner and respond to each statement using the
following scale:
Strongly Disagree
1

Strongly Agree
2

3

4

5

1. My relationship with my partner is close.
2. When we are apart, I miss my partner a great deal.
3. My partner and I disclose important personal things to each other.
4. My partner and I have a strong connection.
5. My partner and I want to spend time together.
6. I’m sure of my relationship with my partner.
7. My partner is a priority in my life.
8. My partner and I do a lot of things together.
9. When I have free time I choose to spend it alone with my partner.
10. I think about my partner a lot.
11. My relationship with my partner is important in my life.
12. I consider my partner when making important decisions.

6

7
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APPENDIX J: Positive and Negative Affect Schedule
(PANAS; Study 1 & Study 2)
Directions
This scale consists of a number of words that describe different feelings and emotions.
Read each item and then circle the appropriate answer next to that word. Indicate to
what extent you feel this way right now, that is, at this moment. Use the following scale
to record your answers.
(1) Very slightly/Not at all (2) A little (3) Moderately (4) Quite a bit (5) Extremely
1. Interested

1 2 3 4 5

2. Distressed

1 2 3 4 5

3. Excited

1 2 3 4 5

4. Upset

1 2 3 4 5

5. Strong

1 2 3 4 5

6. Guilty

1 2 3 4 5

7. Scared

1 2 3 4 5

8. Hostile

1 2 3 4 5

9. Enthusiastic

1 2 3 4 5

10. Proud

1 2 3 4 5

11. Irritable

1 2 3 4 5

12. Alert

1 2 3 4 5

13. Ashamed

1 2 3 4 5

14. Inspired

1 2 3 4 5

15. Nervous

1 2 3 4 5

16. Determined

1 2 3 4 5

17. Attentive

1 2 3 4 5

18. Jittery

1 2 3 4 5

19. Active

1 2 3 4 5

20. Afraid

1 2 3 4 5
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APPENDIX K: Satisfaction with Life Scale
(SWLS; Study 1 & Study 2)
Below are five statements that you may agree or disagree with. Using the 1 - 7 scale
below, indicate your agreement with each item by placing the appropriate number on the
line preceding that item. Please be open and honest in your responding.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

7 - Strongly agree
6 - Agree
5 - Slightly agree
4 - Neither agree nor disagree
3 - Slightly disagree
2 - Disagree
1 - Strongly disagree

____ In most ways my life is close to my ideal.
____ The conditions of my life are excellent.
____ I am satisfied with my life.
____ So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.
____ If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.
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APPENDIX L: Summary Questionnaire for Study 1
1) How well were you able to imagine yourself experiencing the scenario presented in
this study?
Not at all well
1

2

3

4

Extremely Well
5

4

Extremely Stressful
5

2) How stressful did you find the scenario presented?
Not at all Stressful
1

2

3

3) If you were in a similar situation, how helpful would you have found the support
provided?
Not at all Helpful
1

2

3

4

Extremely Helpful
5

4) What about the support provided was most helpful? Please describe your answer in a
couple of sentences.
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
___________________________________
5) What might you have preferred from your partner in this situation and why? Please
describe your answer in a couple of sentences.
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
___________________________________
6) How close did the support provided resemble something your partner might actually
say to you in a similar situation?
Not at all Close
1

2

3

4

Extremely Close
5
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APPENDIX M: Debriefing Form for Study 1
Thank you for your participation! The purpose of this study is to examine how the
processing of support from a romantic partner influences the relationship between
attachment, psychological well-being, and relationship satisfaction. Depending on
whether those closest to us have been readily available and responsive to our needs in
the past, we may be more (or less) inclined to fully attend to signs of unconditional
support in the present. If we focus too much or too little on certain aspects of support
when it is provided, we may miss out on key details of that support as a whole. Such
biases in support processing are characteristic of attachment insecurity. We predict that
those reporting higher levels of attachment insecurity (i.e., higher levels of attachment
anxiety and/or avoidance) will report higher levels of psychological well-being and
relationship satisfaction if they are encouraged to focus directly on signs of
unconditional support from a romantic partner. It is hoped that this study will help to
clarify how to improve the communication patterns and emotional connections of those
higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance, thereby enhancing their relationship
quality and overall well-being.
If you do not feel comfortable contributing your data to this study, please inform one of
the researchers listed below (be sure to include the unique code provided to you upon
completion) and your responses will be destroyed. If this study has left you feeling
anxious or uncomfortable in any way, both North American and international
participants may access contact information for 24/7 crisis hotlines and other mental
health services at http://www.yourlifecounts.org/need-help/crisis-lines.
If you have any questions regarding your participation in this study or if you would like
to learn more about this research and the results, you may contact the primary researcher
directly - Samantha Fizell (samantha.fizell@unb.ca). If you have concerns regarding
your participation in this study and would like to speak with someone not directly
involved in the research, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes (reb@unb.ca), the Co-Chair
of the Research Ethics Board at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.
Thank you again for contributing to this study! Your participation is greatly appreciated,
and we hope you found it to be an interesting experience. If you would like to learn
more about this area of research, we recommend the following articles:
Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal
attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117,
497-529. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
Edelstein, R. S., & Gillath, O. (2008). Avoiding interference: Adult attachment and
emotional processing biases. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34,
171-181. doi: 10.1177/0146167207310024
Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007a). Attachment in adulthood: Structure,
dynamics, and change. New York, NY: Guilford Press.
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APPENDIX N: Informed Consent for Study 2
Study Title: Approaches to Coping in Stressful Situations
Please read the following information carefully before agreeing to participate
in this research study.
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study to examine how people
typically cope when faced with stressful situations. To be eligible to participate in this
study you must be 19 years of age or older and currently involved in a committed
romantic relationship (i.e., exclusively involved with one partner with no separations or
breakups for a period of at least six months).
Researcher Information: This study is being conducted by Samantha Fizell for her
doctoral dissertation, under the supervision of Dr. Enrico DiTommaso (rico@unb.ca)
from the Department of Psychology at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.
If you have questions regarding this study, please contact the primary investigator at
samantha.fizell@unb.ca.
Study Description: Participation in this study involves the completion of a series of
questionnaires regarding how you typically feel in emotionally intimate relationships, as
well as your mood and feelings regarding your current romantic relationship. In
addition, you will be asked to briefly write about and reflect on a personally stressful
situation that has occurred to you in the past six months.
Participation: This study will take approximately 30-45 minutes to complete, and you
will receive $1.50 (USD) for your participation. Your participation in this study is
voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty. You have the right to omit
any questions you choose and you may withdraw from the study at any time without
loss of compensation. To receive compensation please proceed to the end of the study,
obtain the unique code for this HIT, and submit it.
Benefits/Risks: By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to
contribute to social psychological literature regarding stress, coping, and relationships.
There are no direct foreseeable risks involved in this study. Please be advised that you
are free to omit any questions you choose, and you may withdraw from the study at any
time without penalty. Steps will be taken to protect your privacy, as described below.
Confidentiality: When information is transmitted over the internet, privacy cannot be
fully guaranteed. With your consent to participate in this study, you acknowledge this
risk. Please note that all reasonable steps will be taken to protect your privacy.
Questionnaire responses will be collected via Qualtrics, an online survey tool. Qualtrics
servers are secured by high-end firewall systems and Transport Layer Security
encryption to protect the privacy and confidentiality of your responses. The primary
investigator will have access to your MTurk worker ID solely for the purposes of
distributing compensation. Responses to this study will be kept confidential and will not
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be connected to your worker ID or to any other identifying information. Study materials
and de-identified electronic data will be stored securely on a password protected
computer. This data will be retained securely for a period of seven years, after which it
will be destroyed. All results for this study will be reported in aggregate, meaning that
your individual responses will not be shared or disclosed. The results of this study will
be presented by Samantha Fizell at her Doctoral Dissertation Defense at the University
of New Brunswick. The results may also be presented at an academic conference or
published in a psychological journal.
Additional Contact Information: This study has been reviewed and approved by the
University Research Ethics Board (REB#: 052-2018). If you feel you have not been
treated according to the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant in
research have been violated, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes, Co-Chair, Research
Ethics Board, University of New Brunswick, Saint John (506-648-5994; reb@unb.ca).
By entering this survey, I confirm that I have read the information in the Informed
Consent statement, that I am 19 years of age or older, and I voluntarily agree to
participate in this research study. I understand that my responses will be kept
confidential and that I may withdraw my participation at any point without
penalty.

Yes, I consent to participate.
No, I do not consent to participate.
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APPENDIX O: Scrambled Sentence Task for Study 2
The following measure is a test of language ability which requires you to unscramble a
number of sentences. As quickly as possible, please rearrange each five-word scrambled
string to form a grammatically correct FOUR word sentence. For example the five item
string “sports cat playing enjoy I” is correctly rearranged into the four word sentence “I
enjoy playing sports”.

Presented Item
1. plan protested swim she the
2. deep the me upset outcome
3. I down cup let you
4. smart please look this at
5. game don’t lost we the
6. convincing was hungry unsuccessful him
7. the month wasn’t good result
8. paper she the job botched
9. grown son your chair has
10. the run was boss unimpressed
11. up wallet I came short
12. get let’s drink timid a
13. want his grade disappointing was
14. in he house came late
15. please needed fixing the fence

Correct Answer (not presented)
She protested the plan.
The outcome upset me.
I let you down.
Please look at this.
We lost the game.
Convincing him was unsuccessful.
The result wasn’t good.
She botched the job.
Your son has grown
The boss was unimpressed.
I came up short.
Let’s get a drink.
His grade was disappointing.
He came in late.
The fence needed fixing.
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APPENDIX P: Writing Exercise for Study 2
Condition 1 (natural coping):
1) Please take a moment to think about and reflect on a significantly stressful personal
experience that occurred to you over the past six months, during which your
romantic partner provided you with support. Briefly describe your experience in the
box below.
2) How stressful did you find this experience at the time? Please circle your response
using the scale below.
Not at all Stressful
1

2

3

4

Extremely Stressful
5

3) When faced with stress in our lives, we often cope in different ways. What did you
do to help yourself cope with the situation just described? Please record your
response in a few sentences in the box below.

Condition 2 (support-focused coping):
1) Please take a moment to think about and reflect on a significantly stressful personal
experience that occurred to you over the past six months, during which your
romantic partner provided you with support. Briefly describe your experience in the
box below.
2) How stressful did you find this experience at the time? Please circle your response
using the scale below.
Not at all Stressful
1

2

3

4

Extremely Stressful
5

3) When faced with stress in our lives, we often cope in different ways. What did you
do to help yourself cope with the situation just described? Please record your
response in a few sentences below.

4) When faced with stressful situations in our lives, we often turn to those closest to us
(e.g., our romantic partner) for support. Please take a moment to reflect on how your
romantic partner supported you during the stressful experience described above.
What specifically did your partner do or say to support you? What did it feel like to
receive your partner’s support? Please record your response in a few sentences
below.
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APPENDIX Q: Reflections on Support for Study 2
Please take a moment to reflect on the support provided to you by your romantic partner
during the personal situation or experience you described.
1) How supportive did you find your partner to be in this particular situation? Please
indicate your response using the scale below.
Not at all Supportive
1
2

3

4

Extremely Supportive
5

2) Using the list below, please specify the primary type of support provided to you by
your partner in the situation you described.
a) Emotional Support (i.e. reassurance, love, and affection; validating or
sharing confidence in your abilities)
b) Instrumental/Tangible Support (i.e., providing direct or indirect assistance in
solving the problem)
c) Physical Comfort Support (e.g., hugging, cuddling)
d) Informational Support (i.e., sharing knowledge, insight, or advice)
e) Other (please specify) ___________________________________
3) How satisfied were you with the support provided to you by your partner in this
particular situation?
Not at all Satisfied
Extremely Satisfied
1
2
3
4
5
4) A. If unsatisfied with the support provided, what might you have preferred from
your partner instead? Check all that apply.
_____ Emotional Support (i.e. providing reassurance, love, and affection;
validating or sharing confidence in your abilities)
_____ Instrumental/Tangible Support (i.e., providing direct or indirect
assistance in solving the problem)
_____ Physical Comfort Support (e.g., hugging, cuddling)
_____ Informational Support (i.e., sharing knowledge, insight, or advice)
_____ None of the above
_____ Not applicable – I was satisfied with the support provided.
B. How clearly did you communicate your support preferences to your partner at the
time?
I did not communicate
my preferences
1
2

3

4

I clearly communicated
my preferences
5
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APPENDIX R: Debriefing Form for Study 2
Thank you for your participation! The purpose of this study is to examine how the
manner in which social support is perceived and processed influences the relationship
between attachment, psychological well-being, and relationship satisfaction. Depending
on whether those closest to us have been readily available and responsive to our needs in
the past, we may be more (or less) inclined to expect that people will be there to support
us in the present. These expectations can influence how we perceive and process social
support in our romantic relationships. We hypothesize that individuals higher in
attachment anxiety and/or avoidance will report higher levels of both relationship
satisfaction and psychological well-being following a support-focused writing exercise
(i.e., actively reflecting on thoughts, feelings, and reactions to support received from a
romantic partner) as opposed to a writing exercise about coping with stress more
generally. It is hoped that this study will help to clarify how to improve the
communication patterns and emotional connections of those higher in attachment
anxiety and/or avoidance, thereby enhancing their relationship quality and overall wellbeing.
If you do not feel comfortable contributing your data to this study, please inform one of
the researchers listed below (be sure to include the unique code provided to you upon
completion) and your responses will be destroyed. If this study has left you feeling
anxious or uncomfortable in any way, both North American and international
participants may access contact information for 24/7 crisis hotlines and other mental
health services at http://www.yourlifecounts.org/need-help/crisis-lines.
If you have any questions regarding your participation in this study or if you would like
to learn more about this research and the results, you may contact the primary researcher
directly - Samantha Fizell (samantha.fizell@unb.ca). If you have concerns regarding
your participation in this study and would like to speak with someone not directly
involved in the research, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes (reb@unb.ca), the Co-Chair
of the Research Ethics Board at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.
Thank you again for contributing to this study! Your participation is greatly appreciated,
and we hope you found it to be an interesting experience. If you would like to learn
more about this area of research, we recommend the following articles:
Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal
attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117,
497-529. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
Edelstein, R. S., & Gillath, O. (2008). Avoiding interference: Adult attachment and
emotional processing biases. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34,
171-181. doi: 10.1177/0146167207310024
Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007a). Attachment in adulthood: Structure,
dynamics, and change. New York, NY: Guilford Press.
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APPENDIX S: Pilot Study – Informed Consent
Study Title: Perceptions of Support in Romantic Relationships - Pilot
Please read the following information carefully before agreeing to participate
in this research study.
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study to examine how people
experience support in stressful situations. To be eligible to participate in this study you
must be 19 years of age or older and currently involved in a committed romantic
relationship (i.e., exclusively involved with one partner with no separations or breakups
for a period of at least six months).
Researcher Information: This pilot study is being conducted by Samantha Fizell for
her doctoral dissertation, under the supervision of Dr. Enrico DiTommaso
(rico@unb.ca) from the Department of Psychology at the University of New Brunswick
in Saint John. If you have questions regarding this study, please contact the primary
investigator at samantha.fizell@unb.ca.
Study Description: Participation in this study involves the completion of a brief
demographic survey and a questionnaire regarding how you typically feel in emotionally
intimate relationships. You will be asked to read through a brief stressful scenario
regarding a work-related situation, and subsequently asked to read two messages of
support, imagining that these messages are from your romantic partner. A brief
questionnaire regarding the scenario and associated messages of support will follow. It
is expected that data will be collected from approximately 40 participants.
Participation: This study will take approximately 15 minutes to complete, and you will
receive $1.00 (USD) for your participation. Your participation in this study is voluntary;
you may decline to participate without penalty. You have the right to omit any questions
you choose and you may withdraw from the study at any time without loss of
compensation. To receive compensation please proceed to the end of the study, obtain
the unique code for this HIT, and submit it.
Benefits/Risks: By participating in this study, you will have the opportunity to
contribute to social psychological literature regarding support in romantic relationships.
There are no direct foreseeable risks involved in this study. Please be advised that you
are free to omit any questions you choose, and you may withdraw from the study at any
time without penalty. Steps will be taken to protect your privacy, as described below.
Confidentiality: It is important to note that Qualtrics, the online survey tool used in this
study, is hosted by a server located in the United States of America (USA) and is
therefore subject to U.S. laws. When information is transmitted over the internet,
privacy cannot be fully guaranteed; for example, the U.S. Patriot Act allows authorities
to access the records of internet service providers. Thus, though unlikely, there is a risk
that your responses could be intercepted by a third party (e.g., government agencies;
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hackers). With your consent to participate in this study, you acknowledge this risk.
Please note that all reasonable steps will be taken to protect your privacy. The primary
investigator will have access to your MTurk worker ID solely for the purposes of
distributing compensation. Responses to this study will be kept confidential and will not
be connected to your worker ID or to any other identifying information. Study materials
and de-identified electronic data will be stored securely on a password protected
computer. This data will be retained securely for a period of seven years, after which it
will be destroyed. All results for this study will be reported in aggregate, meaning that
your individual responses will not be shared or disclosed. The results of this study will
be presented by Samantha Fizell at her Doctoral Dissertation Defense at the University
of New Brunswick. The results may also be presented at an academic conference or
published in a psychological journal.
Additional Contact Information: This study has been reviewed and approved by the
University Research Ethics Board (REB#: 048-2018). If you feel you have not been
treated according to the descriptions in this form, or that your rights as a participant in
research have been violated, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes, Co-Chair, Research
Ethics Board, University of New Brunswick, Saint John (506-648-5994; reb@unb.ca).
By entering this survey, I confirm that I have read the information in the Informed
Consent statement, that I am 19 years of age or older, and I voluntarily agree to
participate in this research study. I understand that my responses will be kept
confidential and that I may withdraw my participation at any point without
penalty.

Yes, I consent to participate.
No, I do not consent to participate.
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APPENDIX T: Pilot Study - Alternative Scenario
Take a few deep breaths to help clear your mind. When you’re ready, please focus your
attention on the following scenario imagining that you are personally experiencing the
situation described. Think about what it would be like to be present in the moment and
how you might respond.
It finally feels like things are coming together for you! You’ve settled into a job you
enjoy, and feel confident and comfortable in your workplace. Although the workload is a
bit hectic at times, you enjoy the work and don’t mind putting in a few extra hours here
and there. In fact, you’ve been doing so well lately that you and your romantic partner
have decided to purchase a new home. You can’t wait to move in – it has everything
you’ve always wanted...and then some. It was a bit above your budget, but you are
confident you can make it work. It definitely will be worth it in the long run! The
mortgage was approved without complication and you have an appointment to sign the
closing documents tonight – the place is almost yours! As you head into work, you could
not be happier. Settling in for the day, however, you can’t help but notice a feeling of
uneasiness in the air. Things have been busy, but today feels different. Everyone seems
quiet, despite there being so much to do. You shrug it off – your coworkers are probably
just recovering from the long weekend. As you open your email you notice a message
from your boss that reads “Please see me in my office ASAP.” Your stomach dips.
Another load of work must be on the way. As you walk into your boss’s office, you
quickly realize something is wrong. Your boss glances up at you from a stack of papers,
her brow furrowed with concern. She informs you that the company has gone under – in
two weeks the office will be closed and everyone will be out of work. You sit there in
disbelief as she thanks you for your hard work and dedication to the company over the
years. She apologizes, shakes your hand, and offers to write you a letter of
recommendation as she walks you to the door.
Imagine yourself in this scenario as best you can, focusing on the thoughts and feelings
that might go with it. When you believe you have achieved this, please continue on to
the next section.
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APPENDIX U: Pilot Study – Scenario Reflection Questions
Reflecting on the scenario you just read*, please respond to the following questions:
1) How well were you able to imagine yourself experiencing this scenario while
reading it?
Not very well
1

2

3

4

Extremely Well
5

4

Extremely Stressful
5

4

Extremely Realistic
5

2) How stressful do you consider this scenario to be?
Not very stressful
1

2

3

3) How realistic do you consider this scenario to be?
Not very realistic
1

2

3

4) It is possible that myself or someone I know could experience a similar scenario at
some point in life.
Strongly Disagree
1

Disagree
2

Neutral
3

Agree
4

Strongly Agree
5

*Note: Participants were randomly assigned to only one of the two scenarios (see
Appendix E and T) in the pilot study. The above questions were answered immediately
after the assigned scenario was presented.
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APPENDIX V: Pilot Study – Support Messages for Alternative Scenario
You return to your desk, still in disbelief, glancing down at your phone as you sink
heavily into your chair. You see that your romantic partner has left you a voicemail.
Carefully read the message below imagining that it is coming from your partner.*
Independent Message: Hey, I just got a text from Alex saying that the company is
closing – is that true? Did you know that this was a possibility? What a horrible time for
this to happen – we’re supposed to be meeting with the real estate agent tonight and we
can’t cover all of the payments on one salary. What are you going to do? I wondered if
we were getting too far ahead of ourselves when you suggested this house. I’m sorry,
this is awful. It’s obviously not your fault. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling
right now. You’ve been through tough times before though, and you’ve always come
out of it ok. I believe in you, and I’ll be there to support you with everything the best
that I can. You’re great at what you do, and you’ve worked too hard to get to where you
are now to lose it. I’m sure your boss will be able to write you a letter of reference and
maybe even put your name out to some contacts. You’ve probably already asked about
that anyway. I’m sure there are lots of options for you to consider. Whatever you decide
to do, I’ll have your back. If you’re not working though, we may need to reconsider
buying the house right now. I have to get back to work, but I’ll try you again on my
lunch. You’re very important to me and I know you’re going to get through this. Talk to
you soon.

Interdependent Message: Hey, I just got a text from Alex saying that the company is
closing – is that true? How did we not see this coming? What a horrible time for this to
happen – we’re supposed to be meeting with the real estate agent tonight and we can’t
cover all of the payments on one salary. What are we going to do? Perhaps we were
getting too far ahead of ourselves with this house. I’m sorry, this is awful. It’s obviously
not our fault. I can’t imagine what you must be feeling right now. We’ve been through
tough times before though, and we’ve always come out of it ok. I believe in us, and
we’ll support each other the best that we can. You’re great at what you do and I’m sure
your boss will be able to write you a letter of reference and maybe even put your name
out to some contacts. You’ve probably already asked about that anyway. I’m sure there
are lots of options for us to consider. Whatever we decide to do, we will have each
other’s backs – we’re a team and we’ve worked too hard to get to where we are now to
lose it. If you’re not working though, we may need to reconsider buying the house right
now. I have to get back to work, but we can talk more on my lunch. We’re going to get
through this. What’s most important to me is that we have each other. We’ll talk soon.

*Note: Support messages for the assigned scenario were presented to participants one at
a time. After each message, participants were asked to respond to the questions listed in
Appendix W.
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APPENDIX W: Pilot Study - Questions for Support Messages
Reflecting on the message you just read, please respond to the following questions:
1) How supportive did you find this message to be?
Not very Supportive
1

2

3

4

Extremely Supportive
5

2) If you were in a similar situation, how helpful would you have found the support
provided?
Not very helpful
1

2

3

4

Extremely Helpful
5

3) How close did the support provided resemble something your partner might actually
say to you in a similar situation?
Not very close
1

2

3

4

Extremely Close
5
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APPENDIX X: Pilot Study – Debriefing Form
Thank you for your participation! This pilot study is part of a larger research project
examining how the processing of support from a romantic partner influences the
relationship between attachment, psychological well-being, and relationship satisfaction.
Depending on whether those closest to us have been readily available and responsive to
our needs in the past, we may be more (or less) inclined to fully attend to signs of
unconditional support in the present. If we focus too much or too little on certain aspects
of support when it is provided, we may miss out on key details of that support as a
whole. Such biases in support processing are characteristic of attachment insecurity. We
predict that those reporting higher levels of attachment insecurity (i.e., higher levels of
attachment anxiety and/or avoidance) will report higher levels of psychological wellbeing and relationship satisfaction if they are encouraged to focus directly on signs of
unconditional support from a romantic partner. It is hoped that this research project will
help to clarify how to improve the communication patterns and emotional connections
of those higher in attachment anxiety and/or avoidance, thereby enhancing their
relationship quality and well-being.
If you do not feel comfortable contributing your data to this study, please inform the
researcher listed below (be sure to include the unique code provided to you upon
completion) and your responses will be destroyed. If this study has left you feeling
anxious or uncomfortable in any way, both North American and international
participants may access contact information for 24/7 crisis hotlines and other mental
health services at http://www.yourlifecounts.org/need-help/crisis-lines.
If you have any questions regarding your participation in this study or if you would like
to learn more about this research and the results, you may contact the primary researcher
directly - Samantha Fizell (samantha.fizell@unb.ca). If you have concerns regarding
your participation in this study and would like to speak with someone not directly
involved in the research, you may contact Dr. Beth Keyes (reb@unb.ca), the Co-Chair
of the Research Ethics Board at the University of New Brunswick in Saint John.
Thank you again for contributing to this research project! Your participation is greatly
appreciated, and we hope you found it to be an interesting experience. If you would like
to learn more about this area of research, we recommend the following articles:
Baumeister, R. F., & Leary, M. R. (1995). The need to belong: Desire for interpersonal
attachments as a fundamental human motivation. Psychological Bulletin, 117,
497-529. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.117.3.497
Edelstein, R. S., & Gillath, O. (2008). Avoiding interference: Adult attachment and
emotional processing biases. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34,
171-181. doi: 10.1177/0146167207310024
Mikulincer, M., & Shaver, P. R. (2007a). Attachment in adulthood: Structure,
dynamics, and change. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

APPENDIX Y: Supplementary Analyses for Study 1
Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations and One-Way Analyses of Variance Examining Differences in Study 1 Outcome Variables Based on
Attachment Insecurity
Variable
Top 25% for
Top 25% for
Top 25% for
F
p
2
Attachment
Attachment
Anxiety &
Anxiety
Avoidance
Avoidance
(n = 24)
(n = 26)
(n = 25)
M
SD
M
SD
M
SD
ab
a
b
Relationship Satisfaction
6.18
0.62
4.78
1.04
4.99
1.47
<.001
.24
11.67
Positive Affect

30.00

10.83

28.31

7.60

34.52a

7.74

3.37

.04

.09

Negative Affect

19.75

9.29

23.21

10.75

27.62

11.08

3.52

.04

.09

Satisfaction with Life

23.67

7.54

19.42

5.23

22.84

8.53

2.44

.10

.06

Note. A conservative alpha level of .01 was used to evaluate statistical significance. Matching letters next to respective variable means
denote statistically significant differences between groups.
a

p < .001; b p = .002;  Significant Levene’s Test; Brown-Forsythe’s F provided.
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