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BRIEF REPORT

Mastery matters most: How mastery and positive
relations link attachment avoidance and anxiety to

negative emotions

Juliane Paech1, Ines Schindler1, and Christopher P. Fagundes2

1Cluster of Excellence, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany
2Department of Health Disparities Research, University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer Center,
Houston, TX, USA

(Received 29 May 2013; accepted 6 April 2015)

Attachment avoidance and anxiety are associated with negative emotions. However, the mechanisms
underlying these associations are not fully understood. We investigated environmental mastery and
positive relations with others as two mechanisms behind the attachment–emotion link in a sample of
343 adults. As predicted, attachment avoidance and anxiety were related to greater fear, hostility, envy
and depression through lower mastery. Contrary to our hypothesis, positive relations mediated only the
attachment–depression link. In addition, by adopting a moderated mediation approach, we were able
to show that mastery mattered most for individuals high on avoidance: The indirect effect of avoidance
through lack of mastery on fear, hostility and depression (but not on envy) increased with higher
avoidance scores. Contrary to our predictions, poor relationships did not matter more as sources of
negative emotions as anxiety increased. These findings underscore that the emotional life of avoidantly
attached individuals is especially jeopardised by poor mastery.

Keywords: Attachment; Environmental mastery; Fear; Hostility; Envy; Depression.

When one’s life is not what one wants it to
be, frequent experiences of negative emotion is a
natural consequence. However, individuals differ
as to why they appraise their life as not going
according to plan and in the extent to which they

are negatively affected by such appraisals. In this
paper, we employ an attachment-theoretical frame-
work for studying individual differences in experi-
ence of negative emotions as related to perceived
failure to achieve competence in mastery and the
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interpersonal aspects of life. Specifically, we inves-
tigated perceived environmental mastery and pos-
itive relations with others as mediators of the
associations of attachment avoidance and anxiety
with four negative affects (fear, hostility, envy and
depression). Although insecure attachment is
known as a correlate of global negative affect (cf.
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), prior research has not
fully addressed how attachment avoidance and
anxiety may differentially relate to specific negative
emotions (but see Consedine & Magai, 2003;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005).

Furthermore, it has not been tested whether
differences in attachment orientation are associated
with a greater or lesser importance of poor mastery
or unsatisfying relationships as sources of negative
emotions. As we will detail below, mastery and
positive relationships are on different levels of rela‐
tive importance to people high on avoidance and
people high on anxiety. As a result, it is well
possible that these people’s emotional problems
stem from different sources and manifest as differ-
ent negative emotions. Unravelling such specific
patterns might open up new vistas for learning and
development in social, therapeutic or achievement
contexts. If individual differences in attachment
orientation influence which kind of negative emo-
tional reaction is particularly strong in a given
context, it may be helpful to target counselling and
interventions at these specific circumstances and
emotions.

Individual differences in adult attachment ori‐
entation are most appropriately conceptualised
along the dimensions of avoidance and anxiety.
Our following brief description of these dimensions
is mainly based on the book by Mikulincer and
Shaver (2007).

Attachment avoidance reflects “the extent to
which a person distrusts relationship partners’
goodwill and strives to maintain behavioral inde-
pendence and emotional distance from partners”
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005, p. 150). As a result,
people high on avoidance tend to view relationship
goals as secondary to mastery goals. Avoidance fur‐
ther is associated with the use of deactivating
strategies in response to threatening events or
thoughts, such as the diversion of attention away

from threats, which prevents the attachment system
from getting activated. These deactivating strat-
egies can also be applied to down-regulate some of
the negative emotions which typically accompany
perceived threats. Specifically, while avoidance is
associated with greater hostility (Consedine, Fiori,
& Magai, 2012), negative emotions related to
inferiority and weakness, such as depression or
fear, are incongruent with the goal of avoidantly
attached individuals to be in control and independ-
ent of others. Thus, the latter emotions are denied,
hidden or suppressed. This unwillingness or inab-
ility to attend to self-directed negative emotions
as signals for problems in goal progress, in turn,
can undermine mastery as it makes people give up
prematurely or withdraw from challenging activit-
ies to avoid negative affect.

The dimension of attachment anxiety indicates
“the degree to which a person worries that a partner
will not be available in times of need” (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2005, p. 150). Anxiety is associated
with the use of hyperactivating strategies. That
is, anxiously attached individuals are vigilant with
respect to possible threats and exaggerate the
severity of stressors to keep the attachment system
activated. Anxiety is linked to the prioritisation
of relationship over mastery goals. In contrast to
avoidance, several negative emotions are congruent
with the goal of anxiously attached individuals
to gain attachment figures’ attention and support.
Therefore, it seems worth to sustain or even up-
regulate negative emotions that signal helplessness
or despair and to exaggerate their display.

Although attachment develops in the context of
specific relationships, relationship-specific experi-
ences become integrated into an overarching model
of what to expect of others in general (Fraley,
Heffernan, Vicary, & Brumbaugh, 2011). This
internal working model influences affective reac-
tions in all areas of life. Extant research also points
to some processes that account for this link between
attachment dimensions and emotions. In general,
insecure attachment (i.e., high avoidance and/or
anxiety) has been linked to the adoption of less
adaptive coping strategies (e.g., Holmberg, Lomore,
Takacs, & Price, 2010; Wei, Heppner, Russell,
& Young, 2006), reduced appetitive engagement
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and help seeking in achievement settings (e.g.,
Elliot & Reis, 2003; Larose, Bernier, & Tarabulsy,
2005), and less satisfaction of basic psychological
needs (including need for competence and related-
ness; Wei, Shaffer, Young, & Zakalik, 2005). The
ineffective coping and lack of needs satisfaction in
these individuals further function as mediators of
the associations of avoidance and anxiety with
depression (Wei et al., 2005, 2006).

However, in line with the different goal prior-
ities and emotion-regulatory strategies of avoi-
dantly and anxiously attached individuals, it is
likely that somewhat different processes account
for linkages of these attachment dimensions
with negative emotions (for depression, see Wei,
Mallinckrodt, Larson, & Zakalik, 2005). Building
on and extending work on different sources of self-
esteem as a function of attachment orientation
(Brennan & Bosson, 1998; Hepper & Carnelley,
2012; Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004), we
assumed that mastery of competence or interper-
sonal aspects of life are of different relevance to
the emotional life of people high on avoidance or
high on anxiety. We included two dimensions of
psychological well-being (e.g., Ryff & Keyes, 1995)
in this study, environmental mastery and positive
relations with others, which have also been em‐
ployed by Brennan and Bosson (1998) to oper-
ationalise successful action and social acceptance.

To be sure, poor mastery and lack of positive
relations generally are linked to negative affect
(Ryff & Keyes, 1995). However, people high on
avoidance tend to derive self-worth primarily from
competence and self-reliance, whereas high anxiety
is associated with relying primarily on interper‐
sonal sources of self-worth (Brennan & Bosson,
1998; Hepper & Carnelley, 2012; Park et al.,
2004). Accordingly, we hypothesised that mastery
becomes increasingly relevant to low negative emo‐
tions with higher attachment avoidance (Hypo-
thesis 1). In contrast, positive relations with others
should become more relevant to low negative emo‐
tions as attachment anxiety increases (Hypothesis
2). These ideas also tie in with a developmental-
functionalist view of emotions and attachment
(Consedine &Magai, 2003) highlighting that emo‐
tions serve different functions depending on an

individual’s attachment organisation. For instance,
avoidantly attached individuals may experience fear
in response to cues of incompetence, whereas
anxiously attached individuals experience fear as
they perceive cues of rejection. In both cases, fear
would arise because achievement of an important
goal is threatened, but the goal is rather different
and so is the path that mediates between attach-
ment and fear.

Extending prior research, we adopted a moder-
ated mediation approach (cf., Preacher, Rucker, &
Hayes, 2007) to test our hypotheses. Moderated
mediation is optimally suited to test the idea
that environmental mastery (or positive relations)
becomes more important as a mediator of the
attachment–emotion link with higher levels of
avoidance (or anxiety). For instance, people high
on avoidance are more invested in mastery strivings
and, thus, their environmental mastery is typically
higher than that of highly anxious individuals (see
Brennan & Bosson, 1998). In a mediator model,
this stronger link between anxiety and poor mas-
tery would, by necessity, lead to a greater indirect
effect of anxiety (rather than avoidance) via mastery
on negative emotions. In contrast, moderated
mediation allows addressing the possibility that
although mastery is not more negatively affected by
avoidance than by anxiety, poor mastery matters
more for the experience of negative emotions when
avoidance is high.

In addition to addressing the role of environ-
mental mastery and positive relations as mediators,
we were interested in the unique contributions of
avoidance and anxiety to the prediction of specific
negative emotions. Following Carver and Scheier
(1998), we selected depression and fear as central
affective responses to poor mastery. Depression
results when failing to make progress towards
valued outcomes, fear results when failure to avoid
negative outcomes is imminent. In addition, we con‐
sidered hostility and envy as emotions with a social
focus relevant to attachment theory (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2005). These emotions are targeted at
another person and indicative of jeopardised rela-
tionships, as both emotions include the tendency
to oppose the other and/or bear him or her ill-
will. As stated above, it is possible that findings
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for avoidance differ for hostility and envy (signals of
angry self-assertion) in comparison with depression
and fear (signals of helplessness) (see Consedine
et al., 2012).

In sum, some emotions are less or more func-
tional with high avoidance or high anxiety (cf.
Consedine & Magai, 2003; Mikulincer & Shaver,
2005). Accordingly, mastery and positive relations
may not function as mediators of all attachment–
emotion links but may rather be limited to emotions
that are functional within an individual’s attachment
organisation. We therefore addressed the question
of whether the greater importance of mastery/
positive relations with higher levels of avoidance/
anxiety can be demonstrated for fear, hostility, envy
and depression.

METHOD

Participants and procedure

We now report how we determined our sample
size, all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations
(if any), and give an overview of all measures in
the study. The present data come from a large-
scale questionnaire study (for more details, see
Schindler, 2014) including a measurement battery
on emotions, subjective and psychological well-
being, personal goals, values, and other personality
measures (e.g., Big Five, self-esteem). The 343
participants registered through our homepage in
response to advertisements (on the Berlin under-
ground, postings in online discussion forums, dis‐
tribution of flyers and invitations to acquaintances)
and filled out a mailed questionnaire which could
be completed in about 60–90 minutes. The sample
consisted of 212 women (61.8%) and 131 men
(38.2%) aged between 18 and 73 years, M = 34.0
years, who were fluent in German (94.5% native
speakers). Level of education was above average,
with 87.7% having received qualification for col-
lege entrance and 43.1% holding a bachelor,
masters or doctoral degree. At the time of study,
44.0% of the participants reported that their
primary occupation was the pursuit of their (fur-
ther) education/vocational training, 20.1% of the
participants were working full time and 10.5%

part time, 12.5% were not in paid employment
(including people who were unemployed, on leave,
retired or full-time homemakers), and 12.8% indi‐
cated another occupation (including self-employ-
ment, military/civil service and non-response).

Measures

We employed previously established German trans‐
lations of all measures used in this study, with the
exception of envy. As we did not find a German
translation of the respective measure, we created
the German item set through translation and back-
translation. If not reported differently, items were
answered on 5-point scales ranging from 1 = not at
all to 5 = very much.

Attachment avoidance and anxiety

We employed a short and modified version of the
Experiences in Close Relationships Questionnaire
by Lo et al. (2009; German items were taken from
Neumann, Rohmann, & Bierhoff, 2007) targeting
attachment orientation with regard to close others
in general rather than only romantic partners.
Scores for avoidance, M = 2.28, SD = 0.59, α =
0.76, and anxiety, M = 2.80, SD = 0.71, α = 0.83,
were computed by averaging across the eight items
of each scale. Avoidance and anxiety were uncor-
related in our sample, r = −.03, p = .601.

Environmental mastery and positive relations
with others

We used a short version of Ryff’s Scales of Psy‐
chological Well-Being (van Dierendonck, 2005;
German items were taken from Staudinger, 1990).
The environmental mastery scale, M = 3.51, SD =
0.66, included six items, α = 0.80. The positive
relations with others scale, M = 3.81, SD = 0.77,
included six items, α = 0.80.

Fear and hostility

We employed selected negative affect subscales of
the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule –
Expanded Form (Watson & Clark, 1994; German
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translation by Röcke & Grühn, 2003). Partici-
pants rated how much each emotion adjective des‐
cribes how they feel in general. Both fear (e.g.,
afraid), M = 2.07, SD = 0.64, α = 0.84, and
hostility (e.g., angry), M = 1.70, SD = 0.54, α =
0.81, scores were computed by averaging across
the respective six items.

Envy

Participants completed the Dispositional Envy
Scale (Smith, Parrott, Diener, Hoyle, & Kim,
1999). This measure consists of eight items, α =
0.84, which were averaged into an overall envy
score, M = 1.93, SD = 0.58.

Depression

Participants completed the Center for Epidemio-
logical Studies Depression Scale (Radloff, 1977;
German version by Hautzinger, 1988). They indi‐
cated on a 4-point scale ranging from 1 = rarely or
none of the time (less than 1 day) to 4 = most or all
of the time (5–7 days) whether they had suffered
from specific depressive symptoms. The 20 items
were averaged into an overall depression score,
M = 1.66, SD = 0.44, α = 0.90.

RESULTS

We employed Mplus Version 6.1 to test a moder-
ated mediation model (cf. Model 1 in Preacher
et al., 2007) estimating the indirect (via environ-
mental mastery and positive relations) and direct
effects of attachment avoidance and anxiety on
fear, hostility, envy and depression (all indepen‐
dent variables and mediators were centred at their
means). The attachment dimensions functioned as
both independent variables and moderators of the
indirect effects. We initially included all possible
interactions of avoidance and anxiety with envir-
onmental mastery and positive relations. As this
analysis revealed that the interaction of anxiety
with mastery and the interaction of avoidance with
positive relations were not significantly related to
any of the four emotions (Bs between −0.12 and

0.03, ps between .068 and .915), we included only
the predicted interactions of avoidance with mas-
tery and of anxiety with positive relations in our
final model (Figure 1). We also tested whether the
interaction between avoidance and anxiety and the
triple interactions between avoidance, anxiety and
mastery/positive relations predicted the four emo-
tions, but found this not to be the case (Bs between
−0.09 and 0.11, ps between .056 and .870). We
obtained estimates of indirect and conditional
indirect effects to evaluate our hypotheses. As
recommended (e.g., Preacher et al., 2007), these
estimates were based on bias-corrected bootstrap
confidence intervals (CIs) of the indirect effects
based on 5000 bootstrap samples.

Figure 1 shows the path coefficients for our
model along with the explained variance in each
variable (note that the model is saturated and,
therefore, has perfect fit). In line with Hypothesis
1, we found significant interactions between avoid-
ance and environmental mastery in predicting fear,
hostility and depression (i.e., moderated medi-
ation). The estimated conditional indirect effects
(solid lines) of avoidance via mastery on fear,
hostility and depression along with their 95%
confidence bands (dashed lines) are shown in
Figure 2. The overall pattern of findings is similar
across the three emotions. As avoidance scores
increased, the indirect effects became bigger, which
means that mastery mattered more for those who
are highly avoidant. Indirect effects of avoidance on
fear (Panel A, Figure 2) and hostility (Panel B,
Figure 2) were not significantly different from zero
at avoidance scores of 1, but became significant as
avoidance scores approached 2. Indirect effects of
avoidance on depression (Panel C, Figure 2) were
significant for any avoidance score. In contrast
and with relevance to our research question, we
did not find evidence of moderated mediation
in the association between avoidance and envy.
Avoidance had an unconditional indirect effect of B
= 0.08, BC 95% CI [0.04, 0.12] via environmental
mastery on envy (i.e., mediation only).

Environmental mastery also mediated the asso-
ciations between anxiety and the four emotions.
Anxiety had indirect effects through mastery on
fear, B = 0.14, BC 95% CI [0.09, 0.21], hostility,
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B = 0.07, BC 95% CI [0.04, 0.11], envy, B = 0.10,
BC 95% CI [0.06, 0.15] and depression, B = 0.11,
BC 95% CI [0.07, 0.15].

In contrast to mastery, positive relations with
others only mediated the associations of both
avoidance, indirect effect of B = 0.06, BC 95%
CI [0.02, 0.11], and anxiety, indirect effect of
B = 0.03, BC 95% CI [0.01, 0.06], with depres-
sion. After considering mastery, positive relations
were unrelated to fear, hostility and envy. Contrary
to Hypothesis 2, the interaction term between
anxiety and positive relations was not significantly
related to any of the four emotions (Figure 1).

DISCUSSION

This study sought to add to our understanding of
linkages between attachment avoidance and anxi-
ety with different negative emotions in two ways.
First, we examined environmental mastery and
positive relations with others as potential mediators
of attachment–emotion linkages and examined

if these mediators became more important with
higher levels of avoidance or anxiety (i.e., moder-
ated mediation). Second, we included fear, hostility,
envy and depression as distinct negative emotions
that may show differential associations with avoid-
ance and anxiety.

Based on the literature on attachment differ-
ences in primary sources of self-esteem (Brennan
& Bosson, 1998; Hepper & Carnelley, 2012;
Park et al., 2004), we assumed that environmental
mastery would become more important to keeping
negative affect down when avoidance is high.
In contrast, positive relations with others should
become more important to keeping negative affect
down when anxiety is high. As expected (Hypo-
thesis 1), mastery became more important as
a mediator of the links of avoidance with fear,
hostility and depression. This indicates that indi-
viduals high on avoidance not only reported lower
mastery but also were hit especially hard by a lack
of mastery as, for them, it was strongly linked to
a range of negative emotions. The need to be
self-reliant that characterises attachment avoidance
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Figure 1. Moderated mediator model linking avoidance and anxiety to multiple emotional outcomes. Unstandardised and standardised

path coefficients are reported (B/β).
Note. EM = environmental mastery. PO = positive relations with others.

***p < .001. **p < .01. *p < .05.
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probably accounts for this finding. This need

makes individuals high on avoidance try to master

demands on their own, which may contribute to

poorer mastery (cf. Elliot & Reis, 2003; Larose

et al., 2005). The findings suggest that lack of

mastery can lead to fear and depression in avoi-
dantly attached individuals not only because their
failed to reach their goals, but also because it
challenges their self-view of being able to deal with
problems on their own. Blaming others for causing
this undesirable situation leads to hostile feelings,
which might reflect an attempt to regain power and
control (Consedine et al., 2012; Mikulincer &
Shaver, 2005, 2007). Thus, greater valuation of
mastery combined with lower actual mastery might
explain why mastery was more important to fear,
hostility and depression among those high on
attachment avoidance.

It should be noted that this greater importance
of mastery to the emotional life of individuals high
on avoidance was not evident for envy. We thus
conclude that interactions of avoidance and mas-
tery are not obtained with every negative emotion.
Considered from a developmental-functionalist per‐
spective on emotions and attachment (Consedine
& Magai, 2003), this suggests that this finding may
be limited to emotions that are functional when
avoidance is high. Envy can help individuals
to self-improve through recognising something of
value in another person and spurring emulation of
this person (van de Ven, Zeelenberg, & Pieters,
2011). However, the associated feeling of inferior-
ity should be especially unpleasant for those high
on avoidance and can quickly be reduced by
perceiving the other’s superiority as undeserved.
Thereby, one’s envy is turned into resentment and
hostility in response to this seeming injustice. This
would explain how hostility, an emotion that is
functional within the avoidant attachment organi-
sation (Consedine et al., 2012), becomes more
tied to mastery with higher avoidance while envy
does not.

Mastery also accounted for the links between
anxiety and negative emotions, but did not become
more important as anxiety increased. Highly
anxiously attached individuals are prone to low
perceived mastery (Brennan & Bosson, 1998;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) and, therefore, are
more likely to suffer from depression, fear, envy and
hostility. As highly anxious individuals heavily
rely on their attachment figures for support, they
may underestimate their own coping capacities

Figure 2. Conditional indirect effects of attachment avoidance

via environmental mastery on fear (Panel A), hostility (Panel B)

and depression (Panel C) (with 95% confidence bands). The x-axis

denotes an indirect effect of zero.
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(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Individuals high on
anxiety react with negative emotions such as fear
and depression when they sense cues of rejection
and abandonment when they want help with
managing life. When this help is denied, they
may also experience other-directed negative emo-
tions, such as envy and hostility.

Contrary to Hypothesis 2, we did not find
moderated mediation in the linkages of anxiety via
positive relations with any of the four emotions.
Positive relations only mediated the link between
attachment anxiety (and avoidance) and depression
but was unrelated to the other emotions once
mastery was controlled for. Individuals high on
anxiety thus were not especially hard hit by a lack of
positive relations with others. Moreover, mastery,
as compared with positive relations, turned out to
be a better mediator of attachment–emotion links
for both avoidance and anxiety. The lesser predict-
ive power of positive relations may be explained
by the fact that the employed short scale focuses
on relationships with friends. Poor relations with
friends may be much less important to the emo-
tional lives of those high on anxiety than poor rela‐
tions with romantic partners or family members.

Our findings also need to be considered in light
of prior studies (e.g., Brennan & Bosson, 1998;
Hepper & Carnelley, 2012; Park et al., 2004)
which have found more support for the notion that
relational sources of self-esteem matter more with
greater anxiety than for the notion that competence
sources of self-esteem matter more with greater
avoidance. While the overall pattern of past find-
ings, taken with the current findings, lends support
to the general idea that competence and relation-
ships are of different relevance to those with high
avoidance or anxiety, individual findings are some-
what inconsistent. To the best of our knowledge,
we are the first to have tested for such effects with
negative emotions rather than self-esteem1 and to
have employed a moderated mediation frame‐
work. Future theorising and research is needed to

determine under which circumstances and with
which measures and analysis tools the greater or
lesser importance of competence and interpersonal
aspects of life with greater or lesser avoidance and
anxiety can be demonstrated.

Some limitations of this study should also be
mentioned. First, as these are cross-sectional data,
the direction of causality between the employed
measures remains unclear. We selected a model
that matches the cited prior research and our
theorising, but it is likely that the studied relation-
ships are reciprocal. The experience of negative
emotions can further undermine mastery. Indeed,
the tendency of avoidantly attached individuals to
deny and turn away from problems and challenges
to avoid self-directed negative affect (see Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2007) may, in part, be accounted for by
their more intense negative emotional reactions
to failure. Moreover, emotions can function to
maintain insecure attachment (see Consedine &
Magai, 2003).

Second, more specific emotion scales might
be needed to assess emotion facets that may
show more varied associations with avoidance
and anxiety. For instance, it would be interesting
to differentiate between malicious and benign envy
(e.g., van de Ven et al., 2011). One could assume
that the reported strong association between
anxiety and envy results from anxiously attached
individuals experiencing both benign and mali-
cious envy, while avoidantly attached individuals
experience predominantly malicious envy. Finally,
we considered only two mediators (mastery and
positive relations). Further research is required to
examine which other mediators and moderators
influence the attachment–emotion relationship.

In spite of these limitations, this research
demonstrated the contribution of environmental
mastery to explaining how attachment avoidance
and anxiety relate to negative emotions. In general,
lack of mastery is a potent source of negative
affect, but seems of particular importance for

1As our study also included the Rosenberg Scale as a measure of self-esteem, we conducted an additional regression
analysis with self-esteem as outcome. We found a significant interaction between avoidance and environmental mastery in
predicting self-esteem, B = 0.12, β = 0.07, p = .042 (the association between mastery and self-esteem became stronger with
greater avoidance). There was no interaction between anxiety and positive relations, B = 0.01, β = 0.01, p = .727.
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people high on attachment avoidance. These indi‐
viduals appear to be especially hard hit by their
own failure and may well react with greater fear,
hostility and depression (but not envy) than is
“normal”. In applied settings, it may be helpful
to consider this sensitivity to (potential) losses
of control. Improved emotion-regulatory skills
may be one way to prevent the typical distancing
coping strategies used by avoidantly attached indi‐
viduals (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) and keep
them engaged in difficult tasks, ranging from
academic and organisational performance to suc-
cessful psychotherapy (Richards & Schat, 2011;
Wei et al., 2006). Further research is needed to
improve understanding of attachment and inter-
mediate mechanisms in applied settings.
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