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Attachment orientations and emotion regulation: new insights from
the study of interpersonal emotion regulation strategies
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ABSTRACT

A crucial point for the understanding of the link between attachment and emotion regulation concerns the individual tendency in
turning to others to alleviate distress. Most previous studies in this field have considered almost exclusively intra-personal forms of
emotion regulation, neglecting the role of social interaction in emotion regulation processes. In the present study, instead, we focused
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on interpersonal emotion regulation. 630 adults were assessed
for their attachment orientations, general difficulties in emotion
regulation, and habitual intra-personal and interpersonal emotion
regulation strategies. Results showed that the imbalance be-
tween the hyper-activation and deactivation of the attachment
system, which characterize unsecure attachment, reflects a cor-
respondent imbalance in the use of emotion regulation strategies,
with an exaggerated dependence on other associated with at-
tachment anxiety and pseudo-autonomy associated to attach-
ment avoidance.

Key words: attachment, emotion regulation, interpersonal,
avoidance, anxiety.

Introduction

According to attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969/1982;
Bowlby, 1980), when facing physical or psychological threats, in-
dividuals may activate their attachment system turning to inter-
nalized representations of attachment figures or to actual
supportive others to alleviate their distress. This emotion-regula-
tory function of attachment has led to the conceptualization of at-
tachment theory as an emotion-regulation theory (Mikulincer et
al., 2003; Shaver & Mikulincer, 2007; Schore & Schore, 2008).
According to this view, secure attachment facilitates the flexibility
and effectiveness of emotion regulation processes, whereas dif-
ferent forms of attachment insecurity may interfere with the ef-
fectiveness of emotion regulation. Namely, individuals with
avoidant attachment inhibit or block the activation of the attach-
ment system, to keep attachment needs and tendencies deacti-
vated, leading to the inhibition or suppression of the emotional
experience (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019). Individuals with anxious
attachment, instead, tend to hyperactivate the attachment system
resulting in the chronic intensification of emotions that demand
attention and care (e.g., jealousy and anger) or that emphasize a
person’s vulnerability and neediness (e.g., sadness, anxiety, fear,
and shame) (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016), as an ineffective way
to attract the attention of the attachment figure (real or internal-
ized). Thus, the hyperactivation of the attachment system, asso-
ciated with attachment anxiety, and the deactivation of the
attachment system, connected with attachment avoidance, are cru-
cial to understanding individual differences in emotion regulation
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2008).

Several studies have consistently reported that adult individ-
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uals with secure attachment are more likely to have adaptive and
effective patterns of emotion regulation, in terms of beliefs, ex-
pectations, and perceptions about threatening events (Mikulincer
& Shaver, 2016). Moreover, secure people are more inclined to
rely on their ability to manage and cope effectively with stress
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). Concerning the appraisal patterns
of stressful events, secure people perceive life adversities with
more hope and optimism (Blake & Norton, 2014) and show
higher negative mood regulation expectancies, i.e., positive be-
liefs regarding their ability to alleviate or terminate a negative
mood state (Thorberg & Lyvers, 2010). They also tend to use
more beneficial and effective emotion-regulation strategies, such
as problem-focused coping, reappraisal, and actual support-seek-
ing behavior, and are more self-confident in their capacity to deal
with challenges and threats (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019; Tanzilli
et al., 2021). Such aptitude to positively reappraise and manage
stressful events seems to encourage securely attached individuals
to remain open to their emotions and to express and communicate
their feelings to others, accurately, freely, and without distortions
(Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019). Avoidance of attachment, instead,
is related with distancing coping, in which individuals engage in
thoughts or behaviors that distract or disengage them from the
stressor (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984), such as stress denial and
disengagement (e.g., Holmberg et al., 2011), with suppression of
unwanted thoughts (Fraley & Shaver, 1997; Gillath et al., 2005),
repression (e.g., Mikulincer & Orbach, 1995), and withdrawal
from situations that make one feel vulnerable (Fraley et al., 1998;
Fraley & Shaver, 2016). On the other hand, individuals with an
anxious attachment tend to exaggerate the negative appraisal of
threatening and stressful events and sense them in more cata-
strophic ways (Mikulincer & Florian, 1998) and experience emo-
tional overload facing normative life stressors (Taubman Ben-Ari
et al., 2009). There is evidence that people with anxious attach-
ment perceive themselves as less able to cope effectively with
life stressors and threats (for a review: Mikulincer & Shaver,
2016). All these findings are consistent with the evidence of a
wide range of mental health impairments associated with attach-
ment-related emotion regulation difficulties (Calvo ef al., 2022;
Malik et al., 2015; Mortazavizadeh et al., 2018; Cortés-Garcia
et al.,2019; Messina et al., 2023b).

In the field of emotion regulation, research in the past decade
has been focused on two emotion regulation strategies with dif-
ferent adaptive values: reappraisal (i.e., reframing an emotional
situation as less emotional) and suppression (i.e., inhibiting out-
ward expression when emotionally aroused) (Gross, 1998). Em-
pirical comparisons have revealed that reappraisal is associated
with a more positive expression of emotions, better interpersonal
functioning, and well-being when compared to suppression
(Gross, 2002; Gross & John, 2003). Moreover, reappraisal has
been shown to be positively linked with mental health, and nega-
tively with emotional disorders (Aldao et al., 2010; Hu et al.,
2014; Joormann & Gotlib, 2010), whereas suppression is nega-
tively related to mental health indicators (Hu et al., 2014), and its
habitual use has been observed in patients with depression and
anxiety diagnoses (Aldao & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2010).

Despite the link between attachment orientations and difficul-
ties in emotion regulation has been widely described, the evidence
coming from empirical studies that have specifically investigated
the relationship between anxious and avoidant attachment and the
use of adaptive/maladaptive emotion regulation strategies is sur-
prisingly scant. In line with these findings, individuals with inse-
cure attachment orientations would be expected to use less
cognitive reappraisal and more suppression. Some studies have
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indeed reported that both attachment avoidance and anxiety show
less use of reappraisal and more of suppression (Brenning et al.,
2012; Read et al., 2018). However, the most consistent results
view different insecure attachment dimensions as inclined to dif-
ferent habitual use of emotion regulation strategies, with higher
utilization of suppression and lower of reappraisal in avoidant in-
dividuals, and with less use of reappraisal without preference for
suppression in anxious individuals (Vrticka et al., 2012; Garrison
et al.,2014; Troyer & Greitemeyer, 2018). Finally, in other cases,
avoidant attachment demonstrated not only more use of suppres-
sion, but also of reappraisal (Karreman & Vingerhoets, 2012),
whilst the preference for anxious attachment seems to vary in the
use of suppression depending on relational context (Winterheld,
2016). Thus, the association between attachment orientations and
emotion regulation appears to be not completely understood.

A crucial missing point for the understanding of the link be-
tween attachment and emotion regulation concerns the interper-
sonal component of emotion regulation. Most of the results
coming from the studies described above, indeed, have taken into
consideration only intra-personal features of emotion regulation,
neglecting all the interpersonal strategies by which individuals
may rely on others to regulate their emotions (e.g., seeking reas-
surance). This is in line with the majority of research in the field
of emotion regulation, where prominent models recognize the im-
portance of interpersonal processes in emotion regulation (Gross
et al. 2006; Campos et al. 2011), but, in fact, have been mainly
focused on intra-personal processes. In this regard, attachment re-
search may take advantage of a recent line of investigation that
has taken into consideration interpersonal emotion regulation
(IER) (Niven et al., 2017; Zaki & Williams, 2013; Dixon-Gordon
etal.,2015; Williams et al., 2018; Grecucci et al., 2015; Grecucci
et al., 2021; Messina et al., 2021). IER is defined as a set of reg-
ulatory processes that are located in the interpersonal extremity
of the intra-personal versus interpersonal continuum of emotion
regulation (Campo et al., 2017), and occur during live social in-
teractions (Zaki & Williams, 2013; Niven et al., 2017). Early em-
pirical investigations have been addressed to the identification of
relevant IER strategies. Starting from responses by hundreds of
participants to open-ended questions about the way they use others
to regulate emotions, Hofmann ez al. (2016), have identified the
following most usual ways to regulate emotions interpersonally:
enhancing positive affect, which describes a tendency to seek out
others to increase feelings of happiness and joy; perspective tak-
ing, which involves the use of others to be reminded not to worry
and that others might have worse situations; soothing, which con-
sists of seeking out others for comfort and sympathy; and social
modeling, which concerns looking to others to see how they might
cope with a given situation. In another study, Dixon-Gordon ef al.
(2018) have focused on a theory-based identification of clinically
relevant IER strategies leading to the identification of Reassur-
ance-seeking and Venting as IER strategies and proved their rel-
evance in predicting psychiatric symptoms and clinically relevant
behaviors in daily life. The investigation of individual differences
in the use of such strategies in association with attachment orien-
tations may shed light on a crucial missing point for the under-
standing of the link between attachment and emotion regulation.

The goals of the present study are to examine to what extent
attachment orientations are predicted by: 1) general emotion reg-
ulation difficulties (o dysregulation); ii) habitual use of tradition-
ally-investigated intra-personal emotion regulation strategies
(reappraisal and suppression); and more importantly; iii) to inves-
tigate, for the first time, to what extent attachment orientations are
predicted by the habitual use of interpersonal emotion regulation
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strategies identified in the IER literature. Based on the previous
considerations, we hypothesized that individuals with higher lev-
els of avoidant attachment may be inhibited in the use of I[ER
strategies (corresponding to attachment system deactivation)
whereas individuals with higher levels of anxious attachment may
excessively depend on IER strategies to regulate their emotional
states (corresponding to attachment system hyper-activation).

Methods

Participants and recruitment

The sample consisted of 630 volunteer participants (496 fe-
males), with an age range between 18 and 80 years (M=41.01,
S$D=13.86). Inclusion criteria included; i) age 18 and older; ii) Ital-
ian speakers; and iii) valid responses (no missing data in the ques-
tionnaires). The questionnaires were prepared using Google Forms
and disseminated through different social media (Facebook and
WhatsApp), without a specific target. We used a snowball sam-
pling strategy: the links were initially shared on social media and
participants were encouraged to pass them on to others, with a
focus on recruiting the general public. This study received approval
from the Ethical Committee for Psychological Research at the Uni-
versity of Padua [Protocol number: 3995]. Informed consent was
obtained from all participants included in the study. The demo-
graphic characteristics of the sample are described in Table 1.

Instruments

Experiences in Close Relationships -
Revised questionnaire

The ECR-R (Fraley et al., 2000; Italian version: Busonera et
al., 2014; Calvo, 2008) consists of 36 items, scored on a Likert
scale from 1 to 7, assessing two insecure orientations of adult at-
tachment: 1) Attachment Anxiety, which describes the individual’s
sensitivity to issues relating to rejection, loss, fear of being aban-
doned, and tendency to use hyperactivating strategies in attach-
ment-related experiences (example item: “I'm afraid that I will
lose my partner s love”); and ii) Attachment Avoidance, which en-
compasses discomfort with intimacy, dependence, and closeness,
and a propensity of the person to use attachment deactivating
strategies (e.g., ““I prefer not to show a partner how I feel deep
down”). Higher scores indicate greater degrees of anxiety and/or
avoidance, and consequently lower levels of attachment security.
Good internal consistencies have been reported for both the At-
tachment Anxiety (0=0.90) and Attachment Avoidance (¢=0.89)
subscales (Busonera et al., 2014).

Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale

The DERS (Gratz & Roemer 2004; Italian version: Giromini
et al.,2012) is a 36-item self-report measure that assesses the fol-
lowing dimensions of emotion regulation difficulties: lack of emo-
tional awareness (awareness; e.g. “When I'm upset I take time to
figure out what I'm really feeling”), lack of emotional clarity
(Clarity; e.g. “I am confused about how I feel”), difficulties con-
trolling impulsive behaviors when distressed (impulsivity; e.g.
“When I'm upset, I lose control over my behaviors”), difficulties
engaging in goal-directed behaviors when distressed (goals; e.g.
“When I'm upset, I have difficulty getting work done”), non-ac-
ceptance of negative emotional responses (non-acceptance; e.g.
“When I'm upset, I become irritated with myself for feeling that
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way”), and limited access to effective emotion regulation strate-
gies (strategies; e.g. “When I'm upset, I believe that there is noth-
ing I can do to make myself feel better”). For each item
participants are instructed to rate the frequency of the emotion
regulation features described in each item on a five-point Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“almost never”) to 5 (“almost always”), with
high scores representing increased difficulties with emotion reg-
ulation. The DERS demonstrates high internal consistency for all
subscales (o ranging from 0.76 to 0.94) (Giromini et al., 2012).

Emotion Regulation Questionnaire

The ERQ (Gross & John, 2003; Italian version: Balzarotti
et al., 2010) consists of 10 items describing strategies to regulate
positive and negative emotions and participants are instructed
to rate their agreement with the use of such strategies ranging
from 1 (“Strongly disagree”) to 7 (“Strongly agree”). The ERQ
allows the evaluation of two sub-scales: Reappraisal (e.g.,
“When I want to feel less negative emotion, I change the way
I’m thinking about the situation™) and Suppression (e.g. “When
I am feeling negative emotions, 1 make sure not to express
them”). High internal consistency has been showed for both the
Reappraisal (a=0.84 reappraisal) and Suppression (a=0.72) sub-
scales (Balzarotti et al., 2010).

Interpersonal Emotion Regulation Questionnaire

The IERQ (Hofmann et al., 2016; Italian version: Messina
et al., 2022b) consists of 20 items that describe examples of in-
terpersonal emotion regulation strategies, and participants are
asked to rate how much the item is true for them on a Likert
scale ranging from 1 (“not true for me at all”’) to 5 (“extremely
true for me”). It allows the assessment of 4 subscales: Enhancing
Positive Affect, which describes a tendency to share emotions
with others to increase feelings of happiness and joy (e.g. “I like
being around others when I'm excited to share my joy”); Per-
spective Taking, which regards the use of others to be reminded

Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants
(N=630).

Variable Frequency %
Gender
Female 496 78.73
Male 133 21.11
Other 1 0.16
Age
<20 35 5.56
21-30 142 22.54
31-40 142 22.54
41-50 134 21.27
51-60 127 20.16
61-70 41 6.51
>70 9 1.43
Education
Graduate degree 96 15.24
University graduate 219 34.76
High school graduate 281 44.60
Secondary school graduate 34 5.40
Relationship status
Single 159 25.24
Relationship without cohabitation 117 18.57
Relationship and cohabitation 354 56.19
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not to worry and that others may have it worse (e.g. “Having
people remind me that others are worse off helps me when I'm
upset”); Soothing, which consists of seeking out comfort and
sympathy from other (e.g. “I look for other people to offer me
compassion when I'm upset”); and Social Modelling, which in-
volves looking to others to see how they might cope with a given
situation (e.g. “It makes me feel better to learn how others dealt
with their emotions ). Each item of the questionnaire describes
examples of the listed IER strategies, and participants are asked
to rate how much the item is true for them on a Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (“not true for me at all”) to 5 (“extremely true for
me”). The Italian version of the questionnaire showed good psy-
chometric properties, with high Cronbach alpha coefficients for
all subscales (o’s between .78 and .85) (Messina et al., 2022b).

Difficulties in Interpersonal Emotion Regulation

The DIRE (Dixon-Gordon et al., 2018; Italian version:
Messina et al., 2022a) evaluates clinically relevant difficulties
in interpersonal emotion regulation. The DIRE is a scenario-
based measure, in which participants are invited to score the
likelihood that in each scenario they would respond in ways de-
scribed in each of the 21 items. First, three scenarios are pre-
sented: i) feeling upset about a time-sensitive project that needs
to be completed for school or work; ii) fighting with a significant
other, and iii) thinking that friends have been avoiding you; for
each scenario individuals are asked to rate how distressed they
would feel in that scenario on a scale of 0 (“not at all dis-
tressed”) to 100 (“extremely distressed”). Then, participants are
asked to indicate, ranging from 1 (“very unlikely”) to 5 (“very
likely”), the likelihood that they would respond in each of the
ways described in each item. The DIRE allows the assessment
of 2 intra-personal emotion regulation factors: Avoid (e.g., “Dis-
tract yourself from how you are feeling” and Accept (“Simply
notice your feelings); and two interpersonal factors: Vent (e.g.,
“Raise your voice or criticize your friends to express how you
feel”) and Reassurance-seek (e.g., “Keep asking for reassur-
ance”). Good internal consistencies have been reported for all
subscales of the Italian version of the questionnaire (Venting:
a=.76, Reassurance-seeking: 0=.87, Avoidance: 0=.72, Accept-
ance: o=.71) (Messina et al., 2022b).

Data analyses

First, to verify the association between attachment orien-
tations (assessed with the ECR-R) and general difficulties in
emotion regulation (assessed with the DERS), we carried out
two simple regressions with total DERS scores as predictors
of ECR-R scores of Attachment Anxiety (ANS) and Attach-
ment Avoidance (AV). To further investigate the association
between attachment orientations and specific difficulties in
emotion regulation, we also tested all DERS subscales (Non-
acceptance; Goals; Impulse; Awareness; Strategies; Clarity) as
predictors in multiple regression analyses with ANS and AV
as dependent variables. Due to the significant association be-
tween ANS and AV, in all multiple regressions of this study
when we tested the effects on each attachment orientation we
controlled for the other.

Second, to verify the association between attachment orien-
tations and habitual use of intra-personal emotion regulation
strategies, we tested ERQ subscales of Reappraisal and Suppres-
sion as predictors in multiple regression analyses with ANS and
AV as dependent variables.
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Third, to verify the association between attachment orienta-
tions and habitual use of interpersonal emotion regulation strate-
gies, we tested IERQ subscales Enhancing Positive Affect
(EPA), Perspective Taking (PT), Soothing (S), and Social Mod-
elling (SM) as predictors in multiple regression analyses with
ANS and AV as dependent variables.

Finally, to verify the association between attachment orien-
tations and difficulties in interpersonal emotion regulation, we
considered all DIRE subscales: two intra-personal (Accept and
Avoid) and two interpersonal (Reassurance-seek and Vent) as
predictors, with ANS and AV as dependent variables. In this lat-
ter analysis, we added the covariate DIRE Distress obtained by
the subjective rating of the scenarios used in the questionnaire.

Results

Attachment predicted by general difficulties
in emotion regulation

As expected, attachment anxiety (ANS) (+=.505, p<.001)
and attachment avoidance (AV) (r=.205, p<.001) were predicted
by total scores of difficulties in regulating emotions. Moreover,
AV was predicted by lower scores of DERS Goals (fewer diffi-
culties in regulating emotions in line with personal goals), but
by higher scores of DERS Clarity (more difficulties related to
the clarity of emotional experiences). Instead, ANS was pre-
dicted by higher scores in DERS Impulse (more difficulties re-
lated to impulse regulation) and DERS strategies (more
difficulties in using strategies to regulate emotions) (Table 2).

Attachment predicted by habitual use
of reappraisal and suppression

Both ANS and AV were associated with less use of Reap-
praisal as a strategy to regulate emotion. Moreover, AV was also
significantly related to more use of Suppression as a strategy to
regulate emotions (Table 3).

Attachment predicted by habitual use
of interpersonal emotion regulation strategies

AV was predicted by higher scores in PT, whereas it was
negatively associated with all the other forms of interpersonal
regulation, with significant negative effects in the case of EPA
and SM subscales. ANS, instead, was associated with more fre-
quent use of most IER strategies (including EPA, S, and SM),
except for PT which showed a negative association with ANS
(Table 4).

Attachment predicted by difficulties
in interpersonal emotion regulation

Individual differences in attachment orientations (ANS and
AV) resulted significantly predicted by difficulties in emotion
regulation limited to the interpersonal component of regulation,
whereas difficulties related to intra-personal strategies did not
affect attachment orientations. The subscale Reassurance-Seek
emerged as very significant in distinguishing individual differ-
ences in attachment, with a negative association with AV and a
positive association with ANS. Moreover, attachment anxiety
was also predicted by the use of Vent to regulate emotions

(Table 5).
OPEN a ACCESS



press

N

Discussion

Individual differences in attachment orientations can be cru-
cial for the understanding of emotion regulation. The hyperacti-
vation of the attachment system, associated with attachment
anxiety, and the deactivation of the attachment system, typical of
attachment avoidance, may influence the ways individuals regu-
late their emotions, especially if we consider interpersonal forms

Attachment orientations and emotion regulation

of emotion regulation in which individuals turn to others to
achieve the regulation purposes. In the present study, we investi-
gated attachment orientations in association with emotion regu-
lation, considering not only intra-personal forms of regulation but
also interpersonal emotion regulation (IER), a missing point for a
broader understanding of the link between these constructs.

As expected, we confirmed that insecure attachment orienta-
tions can significantly be predicted by general difficulties in emo-
tion regulation and individual differences in intra-personal

Table 2. Results of the multiple regressions examining the association between attachment orientations (ECR-R) and general difficulties

in emotion regulation (DERS).

R? B
ECR-R avoidance 0.17
DERS non-acceptance 0.06
DERS goals -0.64
DERS impulse 0.16
DERS awareness 0.34
DERS strategies .0.28
DERS clarity 1.14
ECR-R anxiety 0.30
ECR-R anxiety 0.32
DERS non-acceptance 0.25
DERS goals 0.21
DERS impulse 0.50
DERS awareness -0.04
DERS strategies 0.78
DERS clarity 0.33
ECR-R avoidance 0.29

SE B t P
<.001
0.16 0.40 .684
0.24 -2.60 .010%*
0.21 0.78 437
0.31 1.10 270
0.19 -1.48 .140
0.22 5.21 <.001%**
0.04 7.70 <.001***
<.001
0.16 1.59 112
0.24 0.86 393
0.21 2.44 .015%
0.30 -0.12 .905
0.18 4.27 <.001***
0.22 1.51 130
0.04 7.70 <.001***

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; SE, standard error.

Table 3. Results of the multiple regressions examining the association between attachment orientations (ECR-R) and emotion regulation

strategies (ERQ).
R? B
ECR-R avoidance 0.19
ERQ reappraisal -0.27
ERQ suppression 1.08
ECR-R anxiety 0.28
ECR-R anxiety 0.13
ERQ reappraisal -0.36
ERQ suppression 0.18
ECR-R avoidance 0.36

SE B t p
<001
0.12 2.33 020%
0.15 7.22 <001%*
0.03 8.54 <001
<001%*
0.13 -2.68 007+
0.17 1.03 304
0.04 8.54 <001%*

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001; SE, standard error.

Table 4. Results of the multiple regressions examining the association between attachment orientations (ECR-R) and use of interpersonal

emotion regulation strategies (IERQ).

R? B
ECR-R avoidance 0.16
IERQ enhancing positive affect -0.59
IERQ perspective taking 0.64
IERQ soothing -0.17
IERQ social modeling -0.81
ECR-R anxiety 0.36
ECR-R anxiety 0.20
IERQ enhancing positive affect 0.46
IERQ perspective taking -0.62
IERQ soothing 0.94
IERQ social modeling 0.61
ECR-R avoidance 0.41

SE B t p
0.20 -2.94 003%*
0.22 2.87 004+
0.22 -0.78 435
0.25 3.18 002%*
0.03 10.49 <.001%%%

<001%#+
021 2.25 0.032*
0.24 2,65 008**
0.23 412 <001%#+
0.27 2.25 024*
0.04 10.49 <001%%x

*p<.05; *¥*p<.01; ***p<.001; SE, standard error.
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emotion regulation, and, for the first time, we have also shed light
on IER attachment-related differences.

Concerning intra-personal emotion regulation, we confirmed
the literature reporting more difficulties in regulating emotions
associated with both attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance
(for systematic reviews see: Mortazavizadeh & Forstmeier, 2018;
Malik et al., 2015), together with specific difficulties linked with
each attachment orientation (when controlling for the other). At-
tachment anxiety resulted from a specific impairment in the use
of cognitive strategies to regulate emotions together with a spe-
cific difficulty in impulse control. This pattern of emotion regu-
lation difficulties associated with attachment anxiety has been
largely documented in previous studies (Goodall ez al., 2012; Mar-
ganska et al., 2013; Velotti et al., 2016), and supports the hypoth-
esis of impairments in the cognitively-mediated abilities to
down-regulate negative emotional activation, resulting in the
maintenance of dysregulated emotional state (Frederickson ez al.,
2018; Grecucci et al., 2020), corresponding to the well-described
overreactions typical of anxious attachment (Mikulincer et al.,
2003). Attachment avoidance, instead, was predicted by fewer dif-
ficulties in using cognitive strategies to regulate emotions, but
with specific impairment concerning the clarity of mental repre-
sentations of emotional states (also reported in Marganska et al.,
2013; Morel & Papouchis, 2015). Even if the control of emotion
is often considered in its adaptive functions (Ochsner & Gross,
2005), considering the general difficulty in regulating emotions
and the specific lack of emotional clarity also observed in attach-
ment avoidance, the higher recruitment of cognitive strategies in
association with avoidance may reflect maladaptive recruitment
of control-based cognitive strategies (Messina et al., 2016; Gre-
cucci et al., 2020; Hoorelbeke et al., 2016) or defensive emotional
control (Horowitz, 1998). In sum, the imbalance between the
hyper-activation/deactivation of the attachment system observed
respectively in attachment anxiety/avoidance seems to reflect a
correspondent imbalance in emotion regulation, with the mainte-
nance of dysregulated states in association with anxiety and an
over-control of emotion (with the relative absence of emotional
clarity) in association with avoidance.

Accounting for this hypothesis, we also observed a correspon-
ding pattern of differences in the use of suppression and reap-
praisal associated with attachment orientations. In attachment
anxiety, the observation of less habitual use of reappraisal is con-
sistent with the difficulty in cognitive down-regulation of emo-
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tional states and the relative chronic dysregulation. In attachment
avoidance, we observed a clear preference for suppression, con-
firming a clear trend in emotion regulation and attachment re-
search (Vrticka et al., 2012; Garrison et al., 2014; Troyer &
Greitemeyer, 2018), but also reduced use of reappraisal. This re-
sult, again, is compatible with the interpretation of the defensive
use of maladaptive cognitive strategies associated with avoidance.

Going beyond intra-personal emotion regulation, the hypoth-
esized imbalance between dysregulation/over-regulation respec-
tively associated with attachment anxiety and avoidance seems to
correspond also to specific preferences for IER (Figure 1). Attach-
ment anxiety was predicted by the proneness in using IER strate-
gies, including seeking out others to increase feelings of happiness
and joy (enhancing positive affect), seeking out others for comfort
and sympathy (soothing), and looking to others to see how they
might cope with a given situation (social modeling). Moreover,
attachment anxiety showed to be connected with more difficulties
related to exaggerated use of others to obtain reassurance (reas-
surance-seek) or for venting their negative emotional states. At-
tachment avoidance, instead, was predicted by less use of
interpersonal strategies to regulate emotions, less use of enhancing
positive affect, and social modeling strategies. An exception in
this trend was the strategy of using others to be reminded not to
worry and that others have it worse (perspective taking), which
resulted to be more associated with attachment avoidance and less
with attachment anxiety. This finding is in line with the general
differences in the use of cognitive strategies associated with avoid-
ance and anxiety, especially if we consider that in the first valida-
tion study of the IERQ, the subscale Perspective Taking of the
IERQ resulted associated with denial (Hofmann et al. 2016). In
terms of difficulties, avoidance was significantly associated with
less reassurance-seeking in case of distress, extending current
studies which have also repeatedly shown a link between avoidant
attachment and inhibition of support and proximity seeking when
dealing with stressful conditions (Hart ez al., 2005).

The findings of the present study may also contribute, more
in general, to the understanding of the nature of IER. In this re-
gard, contrasting hypotheses have been provided in the literature.
On one hand, early models of IER have started from the hypoth-
esis of a positive adaptive value of IER as a mediator factor in the
widely described negative association between depression and so-
cial support (Marroquin, 2001; Christensen and Haynos, 2020).
Subsequent contributions, instead, have observed negative con-

Table 5. Results of the multiple regressions examining the association between attachment orientations (ECR-R) and clinically-relevant

interpersonal emotion regulation strategies (DIRE).

R? B
ECR-R avoidance 0.14
DIRE acceptance -0.42
DIRE avoidance 1.48
DIRE reassurance-seek -3.15
DIRE vent 1.60
DIRE distress -0.02
ECR-R anxiety 0.34
ECR-R anxiety 0.22
DIRE acceptance -0.10
DIRE avoidance 1.12
DIRE reassurance-seek 3.64
DIRE vent 3.75
DIRE distress 0.11
ECR-R avoidance 0.37

SE B t p
<001%%*
0.85 -0.49 622
0.98 1.52 130
0.86 -3.68 <001%#
1.04 1.55 123
0.04 -0.50 619
0.04 9.45 <001%#
0.88 -0.31 913
1.01 1.11 266
0.88 412 <001%**
1.07 3.52 <001%#
0.04 2.64 009
0.04 9.45 <001 %**

*p<.05; ¥*p<.01; ***p<.001; SE, standard error.
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sequences of IER in perpetuating psychopathological symptoms,
such as exaggerated dependency on others to regulate one’s own
emotions (Hoffman, 2014). Moreover, previous studies have ob-
served that interpersonal emotion regulation is associated with
self-reported psychopathology (Messina et al., 2022a; Messina et
al.,2022b; Dixon-Gordon et al., 2018; Messina et al., 2023a). The
results of the present study, and more generally the consideration
of the attachment theory perspective, conciliate these views af-
firming that both exaggerate dependency on others to regulate
emotions and the pseudo-autonomy of avoidant individuals may
lead to emotional disorders. Future studies with clinical samples
may contribute to a deep understanding of the possible role of IER
as a mediator of the association between attachment and emo-
tional disorders and understanding its role in attachment-related
interpersonal processes in psychotherapy settings (Talia et al.,
2019; Talia et al., 2022; Armusewicz et al., 2022).

The findings of the present study should be interpreted con-
sidering its limitations. First, our sample was mainly composed
of female participants (78.73%). The over-representation of fe-
male participants has been observed in a range of other psycho-
logical studies employing online surveys and online recruitment
methods (Whitaker et al., 2017), suggesting that the over-repre-
sentation of females may not be due to the specific issues or vari-
ables investigated in the present study. Nevertheless, the
generalization of our findings remains somewhat problematic.

ENHANCING
POSITIVE AFFECT

PERSPECTIVE
TAKING

AVOIDANT
ATTACHMENT SOCIAL MODELING
ORIENTATION
ENHANCING
POSITIVE AFFECT
PERSPECTIVE
TAKING
SOOTHING
ANXIOUS
ATTACHMENT SOCIAL MODELING
ORIENTATION

REASSURANCE-
SEEK

IERQ, interpersonal emotion regulation questionnaire; DIRE, Difficul-
ties in Interpersonal Emotion Regulation.

Figure 1. Dysregulation/over-regulation respectively associated
with attachment anxiety and avoidance.
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Second, this study relied entirely on self-report measures. Espe-
cially in the case of attachment assessment, individual biases as-
sociated with attachment avoidance (e.g., minimization of
distress/dependency) and anxiety (e.g., exaggeration of emotional
distress/dependency) may systematically influence their responses
in self-report assessments of emotional/relational functioning (Ja-
cobvitz et al., 2002). Future studies will likely benefit from data
collected with other methods, such as direct observation and cod-
ing of attachment and interpersonal regulation constructs. A third
limitation concerns the instruments used to evaluate IER. The
IERQ is a data-driven instrument (Hofmann et al., 2016), the
DIRE seems to assess clinically relevant dimensions (Dixon-Gor-
don et al., 2018) and, on the whole, both instruments have shown
excellent psychometric characteristics (see also Messina ef al., in
2022a; Messina et al., 2022b). At the same time, due to the novelty
of the IER field of investigation, such instruments may not cover
all relevant dimensions of interpersonal influences in emotion reg-
ulation. More studies in this field are strongly required. Finally,
although this sample had the benefit of being a large community
sample, it was composed of relatively non-clinical participants.
The replication of the present findings in clinical samples and the
analyses of possible moderation of the association between at-
tachment and psychopathology due to IER variables may help in
a deep understanding of the nature of IER.

Conclusions

The consideration of IER has enlarged the previous state of
the art of attachment and emotion regulation research. Attach-
ment orientations were significantly predicted by individual dif-
ferences in emotion regulation. The hyperactivation of the
attachment system, peculiar to attachment anxiety, was reflected
in the recruitment of others to regulate personal emotions. At-
tachment anxiety, in particular, was associated with impaired
self-regulation, which leads to dysregulated states, and an exag-
gerated dependency on others to regulate emotions. Instead, the
deactivation of the attachment system, a typical feature of the
avoidant style of attachment, was reflected in a pseudo-auton-
omy in emotion regulation. Attachment avoidance was associ-
ated with a preference for intra-personal maladaptive/defensive
cognitive-control strategies to over-regulate emotions, with a
higher risk of isolation in case of distress and lack of clarity
about emotional states. The investigation of IER appears to be a
very promising trail for understanding the links between attach-
ment and emotion regulation.
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