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The Attachment System in Fledgling Relationships: An Activating Role for

Attachment Anxiety

Paul W. Eastwick and Eli J. Finkel

Northwestern University

Is it sensible to study attachment dynamics between potential romantic partners before they share a
full-fledged attachment bond? The present data indicate that such an approach may reveal novel
insights about initial attraction processes. Four studies suggest that the state-like experience of
attachment anxiety has functional implications within fledgling (i.e., desired or undeveloped)
romantic relationships, well before the formation of an attachment bond. Studies 1 and 3 reveal that
attachment anxiety directed toward a particular romantic interest is elevated before (in comparison
with after) participants report being in an established relationship. Studies 2 and 3 demonstrate that
such partner-specific attachment anxiety predicts attachment-relevant outcomes in fledgling rela-
tionships, including proximity seeking, safe haven, secure base, passionate love, and other approach
behaviors. These associations were reliable above and beyond (and were typically as strong as or
stronger than) the effect of sexual desire. Finally, Study 4 presents evidence that partner-specific
attachment anxiety may cause several of these attachment-relevant outcomes. Attachment anxiety
seems to be a normative experience and may signal the activation of the attachment system during
the earliest stages of romantic relationships.

Keywords: attachment, anxiety, attraction, speed dating, passionate love

Imagine that you have just tuned into a film that is already
halfway over. The current scene depicts a man and woman lying
in bed next to one another, talking softly, their noses gently
brushing. If you also happen to be a scholar of adult romantic
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attachment, you might note the appearance of several key
features indicating that these two protagonists have an attach-
ment relationship (though you might want to keep these obser-
vations to yourself, lest your nonacademic viewing companions
accuse you of destroying the mood with your bookish com-
ments). These features would include the face-to-face, skin-to-
skin, and ventral-ventral contact and the mutual gazing, nuz-
zling, kissing, and so forth (Hazan & Diamond, 2000; Hazan &
Zeifman, 1994). Just before the scene draws to a close, you also
notice that both protagonists exhibit significant anxiety about
the prospect of separating—further evidence of attachment, of
course. However, as the movie progresses, you quickly realize
that these two characters have known one another for only a few
days, effectively ruling out the possibility that they share a fully
formed attachment bond.

Given your knowledge of the attachment literature, you may
be incredulous that attachment behavior could emerge so early
in a developing romantic relationship. Perhaps your disbelief
can no longer be willingly suspended; after all, attachment
bonds between romantic partners take years to form (Fraley &
Davis, 1997; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994), and attachment and
intimacy are believed by many scholars to play a relatively
meager role in comparison with sexual desire in the early stages
of romantic relationships (Hazan & Shaver, 1994; Sternberg,
1986). But does it truly strain the imagination to consider two
individuals engaging in such attachment behaviors in the early
stages of a romantic relationship? We suspect it does not, and
this raises an intriguing but underexplored possibility: Perhaps
attachment theory is capable of generating substantive predic-
tions about romantic dynamics in relationships that are not yet
characterized by a full-fledged attachment bond. In this article,
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we explore fledgling' romantic relationships and the impor-
tance therein of attachment anxiety, a term that scholars use to
refer to a person’s need for reassurance, fear of abandonment,
and intense preoccupation regarding a romantic partner or at-
tachment figure in general. Drawing from the theorizing of
Bowlby (1959, 1969/1982, 1973), we predicted that the state-
like experience of attachment anxiety would play a critical,
functional role during the opening stages of potential romantic
relationships.

The Broad Applicability of Attachment Theory

Attachment theory has proven to be a remarkably generative
conceptual framework for understanding established romantic re-
lationships (for a review, see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). With
regard to attachment anxiety in particular, countless studies have
examined how and why the relationships of anxiously attached
persons differ from those of securely attached individuals. In
reviewing but a small fraction of this work, we have seen that
anxiously attached individuals tend to view their partners as inat-
tentive and reluctant to commit (Kunce & Shaver, 1994), form
negatively biased interpretations of romantic partners’ behavior
(Collins, 1996), and overperceive the existence and negative im-
pact of relationship conflict (Campbell, Simpson, Boldry, &
Kashy, 2005). Furthermore, researchers have demonstrated the
power of the attachment framework by extending it to other
attachment-relevant but nonromantic domains such as volunteer-
ism (Gillath et al., 2005), terror management (Mikulincer & Flo-
rian, 2000), and religion (Kirkpatrick, 1998).

It is surprising that few studies have examined the implications
of attachment theory within the earliest stages of romantic (or
potential romantic) relationships (but see, e.g., Klohnen & Luo,
2003; Vorauer, Cameron, Holmes, & Pearce, 2003). Why have so
few researchers extended attachment theory to the domain of
initial romantic attraction? One reasonable hypothesis is that the
relevance of attachment in fledgling relationships is limited in
comparison with its relevance in established relationships; such a
state of affairs would make researchers understandably wary of
broadly applying attachment theory to the study of initial attrac-
tion. Given (a) that few desired romantic partners ultimately be-
come attachment figures and (b) that it takes 2 years on average for
a full-fledged attachment bond to develop (Fraley & Davis, 1997;
Hazan & Zeifman, 1994), attachment dynamics may not be espe-
cially pertinent during the initial stages of romantic relationships.

On the other hand, there are reasons to suspect that fledgling
relationships are attachment-relevant contexts. After all, bonds
between romantic partners have to start somewhere, and therefore
attachment concerns may frequently be salient during a relation-
ship’s early stages (see Hazan & Shaver, 1994). A handful of
studies that examined attachment style and initial attraction offer
some support for this speculation. For example, people report more
initial attraction for partners who share their dispositional attach-
ment style (Klohnen & Luo, 2003), and anxiously attached indi-
viduals are more likely than nonanxiously attached individuals to
believe that their direct romantic overtures clearly communicate
their attraction to a potential partner (Vorauer et al., 2003). In
addition, individuals sometimes apply their attachment represen-
tations of past romantic partners to new potential romantic partners
(Brumbaugh & Fraley, 2006). Some recent data have suggested

that established romantic relationships may not even be uniquely
attachment relevant in comparison with fledgling relationships, at
least as far as attachment anxiety is concerned (Eastwick & Finkel,
2006). In this study, participants’ dispositional attachment anxiety
(DAnx) correlated positively with their reports of the anxiety they
would experience in response to a variety of anxiety-provoking
romantic scenarios. However, these correlations were virtually
identical whether the scenarios dealt with an established romantic
partner or a new, potential romantic partner. In other words, when
assessed as an individual difference, attachment anxiety appears to
be about equally relevant to both established and fledgling rela-
tionships.

These findings suggest that it may ultimately be fruitful to
explore attachment dynamics in the context of fledgling romantic
relationships. However, most of the studies to date that have
examined attachment and initial attraction processes have focused
on individual differences in attachment style. Of course, the indi-
vidual differences component of the attachment behavioral system
makes up just one portion (albeit a substantial one) of attachment
theory. Other research has explored how the attachment system
works adaptively or on average, often termed the normative com-
ponent of attachment theory (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). We
hypothesized that even these normative aspects would have rele-
vance during the opening days and weeks of romantic relation-
ships.

The Normative Component of Attachment

What does it mean to say that two individuals share an attach-
ment bond? Researchers have typically assessed the existence and
strength of attachment bonds by examining the extent to which a
romantic partner, parent, sibling, or friend serves in any of several
known attachment functions (cf. Fraley & Shaver, 2000). These
functions include proximity seeking, which refers to behaviors
designed to bring the self nearer to the attachment figure; separa-
tion distress, which refers to negative affect exhibited when the
attachment figure is unavailable; safe haven, which refers to the
desire to seek out the attachment figure for comfort and support;
and secure base, which refers to the use of the attachment figure
as a base from which one can explore the world (Hazan &
Zeifman, 1994; Tancredy & Fraley, 2006). Two studies that ex-
amined these functions among romantic partners concluded that it
takes approximately 2 years on average for a full-fledged attach-
ment bond to form (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Zeifman,
1994). Specifically, the data showed that once participants had
been in romantic relationships of 2 years in duration, they were
likely to nominate their current partners as the people in their lives
who most satisfied all four of these functions.

It is entirely sensible to suggest that an attachment bond must be
fostered over months and years before one’s partner is unrivaled
for all four attachment-related functions. It does not necessarily
follow, however, that these attachment functions play little or no

! Throughout this manuscript, we use the term fledgling to refer to a
spectrum of undeveloped romantic relationships, from those that are
merely desired to those with strong potential. In contrast, we consider a
relationship to be established when participants report that, yes, they are
currently involved in a dating/romantic relationship (although this relation-
ship need not be exclusive).
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role in romantic relationships until the bond is fully formed. Just as
a fourth-grade student is in the process of being (but is not yet
fully) educated, romantic partners might experience attachment
processes before they are fully attached. For example, it could be
a common experience that people in fledgling relationships imag-
ine themselves ultimately forming an attachment relationship with
the desired partner, and such an end state may be intensely desired
and frequently contemplated. In fact, Tennov (1979) described
how romantically infatuated individuals often reject sexual activity
with the love object as the ultimate goal; rather, they long for
moments of emotional union in which they can be physically close
to and share longing gazes with the desired individual for an
extended period of time. The attachment-like character of such a
fantasy is striking. In fact, Hazan and Zeifman (1994) found that
the proximity-seeking and separation distress functions in partic-
ular were pronounced among romantic partners well before cou-
ples reached the 2-year mark. Whereas a full-fledged attachment
bond may take significant time to develop, it could still be true that
any or all of the attachment functions are present and have theo-
retically meaningful correlates even during the earliest moments of
a romantic relationship. The next sensible question, therefore, is
the following one: What are these correlates?

Attachment Anxiety as a Normative Experience

Although attachment anxiety in adulthood has most commonly
been assessed as an individual difference, recent work has shown
the value of assessing it as a state that may vary depending on the
context. For one, this variation can be partner-specific: Many
individuals who classify themselves as secure often behave in an
anxious manner with certain significant others (Baldwin, Keelan,
Fehr, Enns, & Koh-Rangarajoo, 1996). These partner-specific at-
tachment assessments tend to predict relationship-specific out-
comes above and beyond (Pierce & Lydon, 2001), and sometimes
even better than (Cozzarelli, Hoekstra, & Bylsma, 2000), disposi-
tional attachment styles. As a second example, individuals’ global
(i.e., not partner-specific) attachment orientations can vary over
time, as evidenced by longitudinal studies of dispositional attach-
ment change (e.g., Davila, Karney, & Bradbury, 1999; Davila &
Sargent, 2003). Finally, these partner-specific and time-varying
approaches can be combined: One recent study assessed partner-
specific attachment anxiety (PSAnx) over time and discovered that
it interacted with beliefs that romantic partners are “meant to be”
to predict forgiveness (Finkel, Burnette, & Scissors, 2007).

Given these demonstrations that attachment anxiety is unlikely
to be an experience monopolized by dispositionally anxiously
attached individuals, it is possible that attachment anxiety may at
times play a normative, functional role. Indeed, in Bowlby’s
(1959, 1969/1982, 1973) original conception of attachment, anx-
iety serves to activate the attachment behavioral system and mo-
tivates infants to reestablish contact with an attachment figure.
This proximity-seeking behavior served an adaptive function
throughout our evolutionary development; given the immaturity of
human infants, prolonged separation from caregivers could have
had life-threatening implications. By reestablishing contact with an
attachment figure, an infant could restore its safety and achieve a
reduction in anxiety. In other words, the normative component of
attachment theory paints anxiety as a typical and functional emo-
tional experience. Later experimental studies with infants con-

firmed much of Bowlby’s theorizing: Infants exhibit intense pro-
test when separated from an attachment figure (Ainsworth, Blehar,
Waters, & Wall, 1978), and this distress increases the likelihood of
proximity-seeking behaviors (Ainsworth, 1973). Ainsworth’s stud-
ies are memorable primarily for their explorations of individual
differences in attachment style; nevertheless, it is important to note
that even the securely attached infants exhibited anxiety when
confronted with the Strange Situation laboratory procedure. More-
over, anxiety may serve a similar function in adults, as demon-
strated by Fraley and Shaver’s (1998) compelling adult analogue
of the Strange Situation. In this study, romantic partners who were
facing an impending separation at an airport expressed more
contact-seeking and contact-maintenance behaviors (e.g., extended
hugging, mutual gazing) than did partners who were not separat-
ing. Thus, attachment anxiety appears to serve a motivational
function in both infants and adults: It prompts proximity-seeking
behaviors directed toward an attachment figure, and when success-
ful, these behaviors presumably help to alleviate the anxiety.

The Current Research

We have argued that (a) attachment concerns may be salient in
relationships that are still developing and (b) attachment anxiety is
not only a dispositional orientation but also a state-like, normative,
functional experience in established romantic relationships. Given
these postulates, it is possible that the state-like experience of
attachment anxiety might also have functional implications for
developing romantic relationships. Just as attachment anxiety mo-
tivates approach and other attachment behaviors in established
romantic relationships (and in infancy), might it inspire similar
behaviors in romantic relationships that are not full-fledged attach-
ment relationships?

In the present set of four studies, we tested this empirical
question by examining the role of PSAnx within fledgling roman-
tic relationships. We advanced two hypotheses. The first was that
PSAnx would be especially pronounced in desired relationships in
comparison with established relationships (Studies 1 and 3). The
very early stages of potential romantic relationships are often
characterized by significant uncertainty, with an individual strug-
gling to make sense of a desired partner’s behavior toward the self
and sifting for evidence of reciprocation (Tennov, 1979). This
uncertainty should be associated with those elevated feelings of
worry and a desire for reassurance that are central to the experi-
ence of attachment anxiety. Presumably, PSAnx decreases for
most individuals when a relationship becomes “official,” an event
that connotes reciprocation.

For the second hypothesis, we drew from Bowlby (1959, 1969/
1982, 1973) and suggested that the experience of PSAnx signals
the activation of the attachment behavioral system. Therefore, we
sought correlational and experimental evidence that PSAnx pre-
dicts attachment-relevant outcomes in desired relationships (Stud-
ies 2—4). These outcomes include emotions that promote romantic
bonding, such as passionate love (Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986;
Hazan & Diamond, 2000), as well as the four functions of attach-
ment discussed above (proximity seeking, separation distress, safe
haven, and secure base). As in the strange situation, we hypothe-
sized that proximity seeking and other approach behaviors would
be especially promising as dependent variables, but we were open
to the possibility that the more “advanced” safe-haven and secure-
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base functions would also be predicted by PSAnx. Finally, to make
an especially forceful case that attachment anxiety is an important
motivator in fledgling romantic relationships, it is essential that
one demonstrates that anxiety has its effects above and beyond the
effect of sexual desire, which is certainly a powerful motivator of
romantic pursuit in its own right.

Study 1

Even securely attached individuals experience attachment anx-
iety in the context of certain relationships (e.g., Baldwin et al.,
1996; Pierce & Lydon, 2001). In a similar vein, we hypothesized
that one normatively anxiety-provoking context is the desired or
fledgling romantic relationship; such undeveloped relationships
should have the power to draw out the anxious attachment in
anyone. Empirically speaking, we expected to find that single
individuals reporting on a desired romantic partner would evidence
more PSAnx than would individuals reporting on a current roman-
tic partner. We examined this question in three different samples
using slightly differing measures of PSAnx. In addition, for two of
the three samples, we controlled for DAnx to rule out the alterna-
tive explanation that partner-specific anxiety appears to be ele-
vated for desired relationships only because anxiously attached
individuals are less likely to be involved in established relation-
ships.

Method

Participants

Sample 1 (S1) consisted of 371 participants, 265 of whom
reported that they were currently involved in a romantic relation-
ship (participant sex, age, and race were not reported). Participants
attended Virginia Commonwealth University and completed the
study in partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Sample 2 (S2) consisted of 55 participants (32 women, 23 men),
33 of whom reported that they were currently involved in a
romantic relationship. Participants were 18.8 years old on average
(SD = 1.0 years); 64% of participants defined themselves as
Caucasian, 20% as Asian, 4% as African American, 4% as His-
panic, and 8% as belonging to an unlisted racial or ethnic group.
These participants attended Northwestern University and com-
pleted the study in partial fulfillment of a course requirement.

Sample 3 (S3) consisted of 60 participants (33 women, 27 men),
22 of whom reported that they were currently involved in a
romantic relationship. The experimenter approached individuals
on or near the Northwestern University campus and asked them to
participate in a brief study of romantic relationship experiences.
Individuals who agreed to participate were 19.3 years old on
average (SD = 1.5 years); 51% of participants defined themselves
as Caucasian, 25% as Asian, 15% as African American, 5% as
Hispanic, 2% as Arab American, and 1% as belonging to an
unlisted racial or ethnic group.

Procedure

Participants reported whether or not they were currently in-
volved in a romantic relationship. Then, they completed a measure
of PSAnx with respect to either (a) their current romantic partner
(if they were in a relationship) or (b) the person with whom they

most desired to have a romantic relationship (if they were not
currently in a relationship).

Materials

The three samples completed slightly different measures of
PSAnx. Participants in S1 completed an 18-item PSAnx scale. The
18 items were the same used to assess attachment anxiety in the
Brennan, Clark, and Shaver (1998) Experiences in Close Relation-
ships (ECR) scale, but with an added reference to the romantic
partner target (e.g., “I worry about being abandoned by this person
[italics added]”) and with all references to the general category of
romantic partners removed. Participants in S2 completed one of
two different 8-item PSAnx scales. Of these 16 items, 15 were
adapted from the Brennan et al. (1998) scale, as they were for
participants in S1. The 16th item, “I feel uncertain about my
partner’s true feelings for me,” was created for this study (item-
total r = .64; see Study 3 for additional psychometric data on this
item). Participants in S3 completed an abbreviated 5-item version
of the PSAnx measure from S2 (“I need a lot of reassurance that
__ cares about me,” “I worry that _____ doesn’t care about me as
much I care about him/her,” “I find that ____ doesn’t want to get
as close as I would like,” “If I can’t get ____ to show interest in
me, I get upset or angry,” and “I feel uncertain about ____’s true
feelings for me”). All items in Study 1 were answered using scales
that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

The PSAnx measures were highly reliable: S1 o = 91, S2 a =
.86 (Version A) and o« = .91 (Version B), and S3 o« = .81. In
addition, reliabilities were similar whether participants were re-
porting on a current or a desired relationship in S1 (.91 vs. .92), S2
(.88 vs. .84 for Version A; .86 vs. .95 for Version B), and S3 (.75
vs. .84).

In addition, participants in S2 completed the ECR (Brennan et
al., 1998) measure of DAnx (a0 = .92, M = 3.45, SD = 1.02) and
avoidance (o = .92, M = 2.96, SD = 0.87) at an in-class group
testing session earlier in the quarter. Finally, participants in S3
completed the Wei, Russell, Mallinckrodt, and Vogel (2007) ab-
breviated version of the ECR (anxiety o« = .78, M = 3.68, SD =
1.12; avoidance o = .71, M = 2.86, SD = 0.98) immediately
before reporting their relationship status. To avoid confusion, all
ECR items that referred to “my partner” were altered to refer
instead to “romantic partners”; we changed the ECR items in this
manner for all studies reported in the present article.

Results

Figure 1 presents the means for PSAnx separately for partici-
pants who reported on a current versus a desired romantic partner.
Raw means are presented for S1. For S2, marginal means are
reported controlling for Dispositional Attachment Anxiety and
PSAnx scale version (A or B). For S3, marginal means are re-
ported controlling for DAnx.

For all 3 samples, participants reported greater PSAnx when
considering a desired romantic partner than when considering a
current partner. In S1, this difference was significant, F(1, 369) =
9.48, p = .002, Cohen’s d = .35. In S2, this difference was nearly
significant, F(1, 51) = 3.34, p = .073, Cohen’s d = .50, control-
ling for the effect of DAnx, F(1, 51) = 89.83, p < .001, and
PSAnx version (A vs. B), F(1, 51) = 0.11, p = .740. In S3, this

F1
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Study 3

Means of partner-specific attachment anxiety regarding either a current romantic partner or a desired

romantic partner. In each sample (S) in Study 1, of which there were three (i.e., S1, S2, S3), participants reported
on either a current or a desired partner. In Study 3, participants reported on the same romantic partner at one or
more time points when he or she was a current partner and at one or more time points when he or she was a

desired partner. Bars extend 1 SE above the mean.

difference was significant, F(1, 57) = 4.39, p = .041, Cohen’s d =
.55, controlling for the effect of DAnx, F(1,57) = 17.74, p < .001.
(See Table Al in the Appendix for descriptive statistics and
zero-order correlations for the variables in this study.)

We also explored whether DAnx and avoidance and participant
sex interacted with relationship status (coded as 0 = desired, 1 =
current) to predict PSAnx in S2 and S3. The DAnx X Relationship
Status and the Dispositional Attachment Avoidance X Relation-
ship Status interactions were nonsignificant in both S2 and S3 (in
four separate analyses). In other words, we found no evidence that
the association between relationship status and PSAnx differed
depending on participants’ dispositional attachment orientation.

For the variable participant sex (coded male = —.5, female = .5
across studies), the Participant Sex X Relationship Status interac-
tion was significant in S2, B = 1.60, #(51) = 2.63, p = .011. Men
reported significantly greater PSAnx when they were reporting on
a desired romantic partner than when they were reporting on a
current romantic partner, 3 = —.45, #(21) = —2.32, p = .030, but
this association was nonsignificant for women, 3 = .24, #(30) =
1.37, p = .182. However, the Participant Sex X Relationship
Status interaction was not significant in S3, B = —.86, #(56) =
—1.17, p = .246. The effect of relationship status on PSAnx was
nonsignificant for men, f = —.15, #25) = —0.76, p = .456, but
women did report significantly greater PSAnx if they reported on

a desired romantic partner than if they reported on a current
romantic partner, 3 = —.37, #(31) = —2.25, p = .032. Thus, these
data revealed inconsistent evidence for sex differences in the effect
of relationship status on PSAnx.

Discussion

Study 1 provided support for the hypothesis that PSAnx is more
elevated in desired than in established romantic relationships. If a
participant reported that, yes, he or she was currently involved in
a romantic relationship, that participant evidenced less of a need
for reassurance from his or her current romantic partner than did
someone who could not answer the relationship status question in
the affirmative. In other words, a desired or fledgling romantic
relationship may be an example of a context that is normatively
attachment anxiety provoking. This assertion is bolstered by the
finding that the mean difference in anxiety regarding a current
versus a desired partner was not moderated by participants’ dis-
positional attachment orientations. That is, the data did not suggest
that only dispositionally anxiously attached individuals experience
an increase in PSAnx in the early stages of a potential relationship.

Of course, the uncertainty and worry that characterize PSAnx
are unlikely to dissipate completely once a relationship becomes
official—after all, a romantic partner could in principle decide to
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dissolve the relationship at any time. Nevertheless, it seemed
logical a priori that such anxiety would dissipate on average once
participants could at least report that they were a member of a
dating couple. Even so, because these data are cross-sectional, it is
premature to draw any definitive conclusions from this study
alone. For example, participants in this study did not report on the
same target as both a desired and a current partner. One alternative
possibility is that a given participant’s most desired romantic
partner could be objectively more desirable (and thus more anxiety
inspiring and out of reach) than the romantic partner that same
participant eventually obtains. This prediction would generate the
same pattern of data found in Study 1 without suggesting that
fledgling romantic relationships are normatively anxiety provok-
ing. In Study 3, we used a longitudinal design in which participants
reported on the same target over time to address this alternative
explanation.

Study 2

Given the data from Study 1 alone, it is reasonable to question
whether such elevated feelings of worry about and preoccupation
with desired romantic partners truly constitute attachment anxiety.
However, a demonstration that these feelings predict attachment-
relevant outcomes in desired relationships would make a stronger
case that attachment anxiety is the appropriate label for this con-
struct. It is well established that anxiety activates the attachment
behavioral system and motivates approach behaviors both in in-
fancy toward attachment figures (Bowlby, 1959, 1969/1982,
1973)% and in adulthood toward romantic partners (Fraley &
Shaver, 1998). As noted by Hazan and Shaver (1994), “Within
attachment theory, anxiety is a signal to get closer” (p. 10).
Therefore, we hypothesized that PSAnx would predict a variety of
approach-related emotions and behaviors (e.g., proximity seeking)
directed toward desired romantic partners. Should this hypothesis
be confirmed, it would (a) extend the relevance of the attachment
behavioral system to the domain of initial romantic attraction and
(b) imply a functional role for PSAnx in fledgling relationships.

In this study, we asked single participants to complete a number
of items regarding three people in whom they experienced roman-
tic interest. These items assessed PSAnx and an array of dependent
variables, including (a) the Attachment Features and Functions
scale (Tancredy & Fraley, 2006), which was derived from the
WHOTO scale (Fraley & Davis, 1997) and the Attachment Net-
work Questionnaire (Trinke & Bartholomew, 1997) and was spe-
cifically designed to assess attachment functions; (b) the Passion-
ate Love Scale (Hatfield & Sprecher, 1986); and (c) a set of
approach items generated specifically for this study. We asked
participants to report on three targets (as opposed to one) in order
to capture a broader slice of participants’ romantic lives; all
participants were indeed able to nominate three interests. In addi-
tion, given that we intend to argue that PSAnx is a distinct
motivator of these approach-related emotions and behaviors, we
replicated all analyses after including two covariates in the statis-
tical model: sexual attraction and DAnx. The inclusion of these
two covariates would enable us to make a stronger claim that the
state-like experience of attachment anxiety is a unique predictor of
approach and other attachment behaviors in the early stages of
potential romantic relationships.

Method
Participants

Participants were 67 Northwestern University students (37
women, 30 men); 45 of them completed the experiment in partial
fulfillment of a course requirement, whereas the remaining 22
were paid $6. Age and race information were collected for the 45
unpaid participants only. These participants were 18.5 years old on
average (SD = 0.8 years), and 71% of them were Caucasian, 14%
were Asian, 7% were African American, 4% were Hispanic, and
4% belonged to an unlisted racial or ethnic group. All participants
reported that they were not currently involved in a romantic
relationship.

Procedure

Participants first completed the ECR (Brennan et al., 1998)
measure of DAnx (e = .92) and avoidance (o = .91). Forty
participants completed this measure several weeks earlier during
an in-class group testing session, and the remaining 27 completed
it just after arriving at the experimental session; these 27 partici-
pants were given a filler task after they completed the ECR but
before they began the remaining questionnaires. Paid versus un-
paid participants and participants who completed the ECR earlier
versus those who completed it later did not differ significantly in
either (a) their mean results for PSAnx or the dependent variables
or (b) their associations between PSAnx and the dependent vari-
ables. Therefore, analyses reported below were conducted on the
entire sample.

At the experimental session, the experimenter handed each
participant a questionnaire that verified that he or she was not
currently in a romantic relationship. In addition, this questionnaire
asked participants to report three targets of their romantic attrac-
tion. Specifically, participants were told to provide the initials of
“the person you would most desire to have a romantic relationship
with,” “the person you would next-most desire to have a romantic
relationship with if you were not involved with the person whose
initials you reported in #1,” and “the person you would next-most
desire to have a romantic relationship with if you were not in-
volved with the person whose initials you reported in #1 or #2.”
We refer to these three targets as Target 1, Target 2, and Target 3,
respectively. Finally, participants indicated how long they had
known each of these 3 targets. On average, participants had known
Target 1 for 22.5 months (Mdn = 7 months), Target 2 for 20.8
months (Mdn = 6 months), and Target 3 for 20.8 months (Mdn =
9 months).

Participants then responded to several items on a computer; each
item referenced one of the three targets. Participants completed
nine blocks of items in total: Three of the blocks assessed PSAnx
and avoidance toward Targets 1, 2, and 3, respectively; three of the

2 Bowlby noted that the source of the anxiety could be a threat that is
internal to the relationship (e.g., the disappearance of the attachment
figure) or external to the relationship (e.g., a loud noise). In essence,
PSAnx assesses threat that is internal to the relationship, and thus the
present article focuses on these internal threats; it remains an untested
empirical question whether external threats might also motivate attachment
behaviors toward desired romantic partners.
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blocks assessed attachment features and functions and approach
tendencies toward Targets 1, 2, and 3, respectively; and three of
the blocks assessed passionate love and sexual desire toward
Targets 1, 2, and 3, respectively. The blocks were presented in a
random order, and the items within each block were presented
randomly. Once all nine blocks had been completed, participants
were debriefed and thanked.

Materials

All items in Study 2 were assessed on scales that ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). All partner-specific items
referred to one of the three targets using the notation “[Person 1],”
“[Person 2],” or “[Person 3].” Participants held on to the original
questionnaire with each target’s initials so they could refer to it
throughout the study.

In the first block of items, participants completed a 19-item
measure of PSAnx regarding each of the three targets; as in Study
1, this measure was adapted from the 18-item Brennan et al. (1998)
scale and included the new item “I feel uncertain about [Person
X]’s true feelings for me” from Study 1 (o = .94). In addition,
participants completed an 18-item measure of partner-specific
attachment avoidance (PSAvoid; e.g., “I prefer not to show [Per-
son X] how I feel deep down”; oo = .89) regarding each of the three
targets that was similarly adapted from the Brennan et al. (1998)
dispositional avoidance measure.

In the second block of items, participants completed the 16-item
Attachment Features and Functions measure (Tancredy & Fraley,
2006) regarding each of the three targets. This measure contains
four separate subscales: the Proximity Seeking (e.g., “It is impor-
tant to me to see or talk with [Person X] regularly”; 2 items; a =
.79), Separation Distress (e.g., “[Person X] is a person whom I do
not like to be away from”; 5 items; a = .86), Safe Haven (e.g.,
“[Person X] is the first person that I would turn to if I had a
problem”; 5 items; o = .92), and Secure Base (e.g., “If I achieved
something good, [Person X] is the person that I would tell first™;
4 items; oo = .84) subscales. In addition, participants completed an
8-item measure of approach tendencies (e = .86) created for this
study: “I would be very excited to go on a date with [Person X] in
the near future,” “If some time had passed since [Person X] and I

Table 1

had seen each other, I would suggest that he/she and I should spend
some time together,” “I go out of my way to initiate hanging out
or spending time with [Person X],” “I often think of fun dates or
activities for [Person X] and me,” “I would exert considerable
effort to meet up with or spend time with [Person X],” “I would be
happy to rearrange my schedule so that I would be able to hang out
with [Person X],” “I hope that [Person X] and me get to spend time
together sometime soon,” and “It would make me very happy if
[Person X] expressed interest in hanging out with me.”

In the third block of items, participants completed a 16-item
measure of passionate love (o = .94) regarding each of the three
targets. Thirteen of these items came from the Hatfield and
Sprecher (1986) Passionate Love scale (e.g., “Sometimes I feel 1
can’t control my thoughts; they are obsessively on [Person X]”),
and the remaining three items were created for this study (“I am ‘in
love” with [Person X],” “I think [Person X] is my soulmate,” and
“[Person X] is the only person I want to be romantically involved
with”). Also, participants completed a 3-item measure of sexual
desire (“I feel a great deal of sexual desire for [Person X],” “I am
intensely sexually attracted to [Person X],” and “I find [Person X]
to be extremely sexually attractive”; o = .93).

Each participant contributed three rows to the present data set,
one for each of the three targets. To account for the nesting of
target within participant, we used multilevel modeling procedures
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002) and permitted the intercept term to
vary randomly across participants.

Results
Primary Analyses

The six dependent variables—proximity seeking, separation dis-
tress, safe haven, secure base, approach tendencies, and passionate
love—were regressed onto PSAnx in six separate multilevel re-
gression analyses. The standardized betas from these regressions
are presented in the first column of Table 1. All of the associations
between PSAnx and these variables were large and significant.
These associations were robust not only for the approach variables,
such as proximity seeking and approach tendencies and the
approach-inspiring emotion passionate love, but also for the more

Study 2: Associations Between Partner-Specific Attachment Anxiety and Attachment-Relevant Dependent Variables

Zero-order association

Partial associations

Partner-specific attachment

Partner-specific attachment

Dispositional attachment

Dependent variable anxiety anxiety Sexual desire anxiety

Attachment features and functions

Proximity seeking 447 46" 02 —.15

Separation distress 547 59 —.08 —.06

Safe haven 447 517 —.12 —.12

Secure base 457 517 —.09 —.13
Approach tendencies 547 39" 307 14
Passionate love 697 59 347 —.06

Note.

Values beneath the heading “Zero-order associations” are standardized betas indicating the association between partner-specific attachment anxiety

and each of the six dependent variables. Values beneath the heading “Partial associations” are standardized betas indicating the partial association between
each of the six dependent variables and partner-specific attachment anxiety, sexual desire, and dispositional attachment anxiety (entered simultaneously).

p < .001.</>.
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advanced attachment functions of separation distress, safe haven,
and secure base. In other words, the experience of PSAnx directed
toward desired romantic partners predicts an assortment of out-
comes that are theoretically tied to the attachment behavioral
system.

PSAnx also demonstrated a strong, positive zero-order associ-
ation with sexual desire, #(133) = 5.63, p < .001, and with DAnx,
1(134) = 3.89, p < .001. (See Table A2 in the Appendix for
descriptive statistics and regression betas for the variables in this
study.) We wanted to verify that the associations between PSAnx
and the dependent variables of interest were robust beyond both
sexual motivation and participants’ global attachment anxiety.
Therefore, we conducted a regression analysis for each of the
dependent variables that included PSAnx, sexual desire, and DAnx
as predictors. Standardized partial regression betas from these
analyses are presented in the second, third, and fourth columns of
Table 1. For all six dependent variables, PSAnx remained a sig-
nificant predictor. Sexual desire was a significant predictor of
approach tendencies and passionate love but did not significantly
predict any of the Attachment Features and Functions subscales.
Also notable is the fact that the beta for PSAnx was descriptively
higher than the beta for sexual desire in all cases, a finding that
bodes well for the importance of PSAnx in initial romantic attrac-
tion. DAnx did not significantly predict any of the dependent
variables.

Auxiliary Analyses

PSAvoid is likely to be another important motivator of
attachment-relevant behavior. To verify that the associations be-
tween PSAnx and the dependent variables remain robust above
and beyond the effect of PSAvoid, we regressed the six dependent
variables on PSAnx and PSAvoid simultaneously in six separate
regression equations. PSAnx and PSAvoid were nonsignificantly
associated with each other, #(133) = —0.73, p = .464. In all cases,
PSAnx remained a highly significant and positive predictor of the
dependent variable, and in all cases, PSAvoid was a highly sig-
nificant and negative predictor of the dependent variable. It is
therefore safe to conclude that the associations between PSAnx
and the attachment-relevant dependent variables assessed in this
study are robust beyond any effects of attachment avoidance.

As in Study 1, we also explored the moderational roles of DAnx
and avoidance and participant sex. Of the 18 possible interactions
(6 dependent variables X 3 possible moderators), only 2 were
significant or marginally significant, suggesting that DAnx and
avoidance and participant sex were not consistent moderators of
the associations reported in Table 1. For the dependent variable
approach tendencies, the Dispositional Attachment Avoidance X
PSAnx interaction was significant and positive, B = .15, #(132) =
2.63, p = .010, indicating that PSAnx was a stronger predictor of
approach tendencies among avoidant than among nonavoidant
individuals. Also for the dependent variable approach tendencies,
the Participant Sex X PSAnx interaction was significant, B = .24,
1(132) = 1.99, p = .049. Although PSAnx did significantly predict
approach tendencies for men, 3 = .46, #(59) = 4.93, p < .001, this
association was stronger for women, 3 = .60, #(73) = 7.43,p <
.001. Overall, these additional analyses did not reveal consistent
evidence for the moderational roles of participant sex, DAnx, or
avoidance.

Discussion

Study 1 demonstrated that PSAnx was elevated in desired com-
pared to established romantic relationships. But what are the
functional implications of attachment anxiety regarding desired
romantic partners? The data from Study 2 suggest that this con-
struct may indeed signal the activation of the attachment behav-
ioral system in fledgling relationships. PSAnx was associated with
proximity-seeking and other approach behaviors, just as predicted
by the normative component of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1959,
1969/1982, 1973; Fraley & Shaver, 1998). In addition, it predicted
passionate love, an emotion which some theorists have linked to
the attachment behavioral system (Diamond, 2003; Hazan & Di-
amond, 2000). Most provocative was the association between
PSAnx and safe-haven and secure-base behaviors, as previous
research has demonstrated that it typically takes years before
romantic partners completely fulfill these advanced attachment
functions (Fraley & Davis, 1997; Hazan & Zeifman, 1994). The
present data suggest that these functions may still have relevance
in even the earliest stages of a romantic relationship, well before an
attachment bond has completely formed. Finally, the associations
between PSAnx and the attachment-relevant dependent variables
in this study were robust beyond the effects of sexual desire (which
is certainly a powerful motivator of romantic pursuit), DAnx, and
PSAvoid.

Although Study 2 is exciting in suggesting that PSAnx may be
an important motivator of approach behaviors in developing ro-
mantic relationships, this study is not without limitations. For one,
many of the Study 2 approach items assessed only hypothetical
reports of what participants might do in the future. Our case would
be strengthened by a demonstration that PSAnx predicts (a) self-
reports of one’s actual approach behaviors or, even better, (b) the
actual approach behavior itself. Furthermore, there is an alternative
explanation for the associations revealed in Study 2: Many of our
participants had known their desired romantic partners for months
or years. Perhaps participants were mostly reporting that they
would like to have a romantic relationship with a close friend to
whom they were already attached; this would argue against the
possibility that the attachment system has relevance for potential
romantic partners who have just met and are getting to know one
another. In a preliminary test of this possibility in Study 2, the
interaction between PSAnx and the length of time participants
knew their potential partners was never significant in predicting
the six dependent variables, all Its| = 1.59. Nevertheless, to address
these shortcomings of Study 2, we examined the role of PSAnx
among potential romantic partners who had been recently intro-
duced to one another in a controlled setting.

Study 3

We conducted seven speed-dating events for undergraduate
students who were interested in meeting and dating new people.
Speed-dating methods are ideally suited for researchers who wish
to explore the processes underlying romantic attraction (Eastwick
& Finkel, in press; Finkel & Eastwick, in press; Finkel, Eastwick,
& Matthews, 2007; for empirical examples, see Eastwick &
Finkel, 2008; Fisman, lyengar, Kamenica, & Simonson, 2008;
Kurzban & Weeden, 2005; Todd, Penke, Fasolo, & Lenton, 2007).
In speed dating, participants have brief dates with all of the
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opposite-sex attendees and decide whom they would (indicated
with a yes) and would not (indicated with a no) be interested in
seeing again. In this study, participants met between 9 and 13
opposite-sex individuals for 4 min each; participants who both
replied yes to one another were considered a “match” and were
able to e-mail one another through a specially designed website. In
addition, over the next month, participants completed 10 follow-up
surveys that sought additional information about the developing
romances spawned by the speed-dating event.

Study 3 is conceptually similar to Study 2 in that it explores the
correlates of PSAnx (assessed with respect to participants’ speed-
dating matches). However, because participants and their speed-
dating matches were introduced to one another at the speed-dating
event, an association between PSAnx and attachment-related out-
comes in these data would support the argument that attachment
theory is relevant to romantic partners who have just met and are
starting to get to know one another. In this study, we focused
specifically on whether PSAnx predicts passionate love and par-
ticipants’ reports of correspondence and date initiation (we again
examine the Attachment Features and Functions scale in Study 4).
In addition, the speed-dating methodology provides a behavioral
dependent measure of proximity seeking: the sending of the initial
e-mail correspondence. Finally, data from Study 3 can replicate the
Study 1 finding that participants reported greater PSAnx about
desired romantic partners than about established partners. In Study
1, we used a cross-sectional design to explore this question, but in
Study 3, we examined this hypothesis using participants’ reports of
the same potential partner before and after a dating relationship
had been established.

Method
Participants

During the spring of 2005, 163 Northwestern University under-
graduates (81 women, 82 men) participated in a speed-dating
study. Participants were recruited via flyers posted around campus
and informational e-mails sent to the freshman, sophomore, and
junior class Listservs. The sample was 19.6 years old on average
(SD = 1.0 years); 74% of participants defined themselves as
White/Caucasian, 10% as East Asian, 6% as South Asian, 4% as
Hispanic, 2% as African American, and 1% as Middle Eastern; 2%
did not report race or ethnicity information.

Participants were paid $5 at the end of the speed-dating event
and $3 for every follow-up questionnaire (out of 10) completed.
Furthermore, those who completed at least 9 of the 10 follow-up
questionnaires were paid a bonus of $10. This payment structure
contributed to a strong retention rate for the follow-up question-
naire: Of the 92% of participants who elected to take part in the
follow-up portion of the study, 69% completed at least 9 of the 10
questionnaires.

Procedure

This study was conducted as part of a larger investigation of
dating and attraction processes (see Finkel, Eastwick, & Matthews,
2007, for additional procedural details). Participants signed up for
the study online and were required to complete a 30-min pre-event
questionnaire that assessed several background variables. Partici-

pants completed this questionnaire 6—13 days before attending a
speed-dating event.

The seven speed-dating events were held on campus in the
student union, lasted approximately 2 hr, and had been designed by
the research team to mimic professional speed-dating events. At
each event, participants had a 4-min date with each of the opposite-
sex individuals present; the total number of dates ranged from 9 to
13, depending on event attendance. At the end of the evening,
participants returned home and indicated on a website whom they
would or would not be interested in seeing again by clicking yes or
no next to a photograph (taken at the speed-dating event) of each
speed dater. If two participants replied yes to one another, they
were considered a “match” and could then send messages to one
another through the speed-dating messaging page (described be-
low). In total, 100% of participants completed the matching pro-
cess; participants’ yes/no responses generated 206 matching pairs,
for a mean number of matches per participant of 2.53 (SD = 2.02).

At 5 p.m. on the day following the speed-dating event, partic-
ipants received an e-mail directing them to a website where they
could view their matches. The website displayed the photograph
and first name of each speed dater with whom the participant had
a match. A button next to each match’s photograph brought par-
ticipants to the speed-dating messaging page, where they could
send a message to that match. The recipient viewed these messages
by returning to the website. Participants were permitted to use the
messaging system for 1 month following the speed-dating event;
111 participants sent a total of 383 messages during this time.

Twenty-four hours after learning of their matches (and 48 hr
after the speed-dating event), participants received an e-mail di-
recting them to a website where they could complete the first of 10
follow-up questionnaires. Instructions in each e-mail directed par-
ticipants to complete the questionnaire before going to bed that
evening (although we accepted late questionnaires), and partici-
pants continued to receive e-mails every 72 hr that reminded them
to complete the next questionnaire.

Materials

As the present study was designed to investigate a broad array
of attraction processes, we attempted to maximize compliance by
making all questionnaires as brief as possible. Therefore, several
of the constructs consisted of fewer items than is typical in social
psychological research. Nevertheless, many of the items used in
this study were also assessed as part of a more complete scale in
Study 1 and/or Study 2. For those items, we present the item-total
correlations averaged across all instances in which the item was
assessed in Studies 1 and 2 to demonstrate that the items selected
here were representative of the overall construct. All items in
Study 3 were assessed on scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree)
to 7 (strongly agree).

As part of the 30-min online pre-event questionnaire, partici-
pants completed a three-item version of the Brennan et al. (1998)
measure of DAnx: “I need a lot of reassurance that I am loved by
romantic partners,” “I worry that romantic partners won’t care
about me as much as I care about them,” and “I worry about being
abandoned” (a = .79). (A fourth item, “I resent it when romantic
partners spend time away from me,” was dropped from analyses
because it reduced the reliability of the measure.) Averaged across
Studies 1 and 2, the item-total correlations for these three items
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were .60, .68, and .61, respectively. Participants also completed a
three-item version of the Brennan et al. (1998) measure of dispo-
sitional attachment avoidance: “I feel comfortable opening up to
romantic partners” (reverse scored), “I get uncomfortable when a
romantic partner wants to be very close,” and “I find it difficult to
allow myself to depend on romantic partners” (o = .77). (A fourth
item, “I turn to romantic partners for many things, including
comfort and support,” was dropped from analyses because it
reduced the reliability of the measure.) Averaged across Studies 1
and 2, the item-total correlations for these three items were .66,
.62, and .47, respectively. (The first item was phrased such that it
was not reverse scored in Studies 1 and 2.)

On each of the 10 follow-up questionnaires, participants re-
sponded to items pertaining to each speed-dating match. Further-
more, the set of items that participants completed about each match
varied depending on their answer to the following pivot question:
“What is the current status of your relationship with [name]?”
Participants were given the following response options to this
question: (a) “dating seriously,” (b) “dating casually,” (c) “friend
WITH romantic potential,” (d) “acquaintance WITH romantic
potential,” (e) “friend WITHOUT romantic potential,” (f) “ac-
quaintance WITHOUT romantic potential,” and (g) “no relation-
ship at all.” Participants completed the pivot question about each
match every time they completed a follow-up questionnaire. Par-
ticipants only completed the PSAnx, passionate love, and sexual
desire items regarding a particular match if they selected Option a,
b, ¢, or d for the match at that wave (for elaboration, see Finkel,
Eastwick, & Matthews, 2007). If a participant selected one of these
four options, the match was considered a romantic interest at that
particular wave. For each of the 10 follow-up waves, the range of
romantic interests for each participant was 0 to 3 (i.e., participants
contributed between 0 and 3 rows of match data to the data set on
each wave).

On each follow-up questionnaire, participants completed a
three-item measure of PSAnx regarding each match who was a
romantic interest: “I need a lot of reassurance that [name] cares
about me,” “I worry that [name] doesn’t care about me as much I
care about him/her,” and “I feel uncertain about [name]’s true
feelings for me” (o = .69). Averaged across Studies 1 and 2, the
item-total correlations for these three items were .67, .76, and .52,
respectively. Participants also completed a one-item measure of
PSAvoid regarding each match: “I feel comfortable opening up to
[name]” (reverse scored). A nonreversed version of this item used
in Study 2 correlated .60 with the rest of the PSAvoid scale. If
participants responded yes to the item “Have you hung out with
[name] in person OR corresponded with [name] not in person
(email, IM, phone, etc.) since you last completed this questionnaire
[xx hours ago]?”, they completed a one-item measure of date
initiation (“For the most part, I was the one to initiate correspon-
dence/hanging out with [name]”) and a one-item measure of date
enjoyment (“Corresponding / hanging out with [name] has been
enjoyable”). Also, participants completed a three-item measure of
passionate love regarding each match who was a romantic interest:
“I think [name] and I have ‘soulmate’ potential,” “[Name] is the
only person I want to be romantically involved with,” and “[Name]
always seems to be on my mind” (e = .80). These three items
correlated .69, .69, and .80, respectively, with the passionate love
construct in Study 2. Participants also completed an item assessing
their desire for a serious relationship (“I would like to have a

serious relationship with [name]”) and an item assessing their
desire for a one-night stand (“I would like to have a one-night
stand with [name]”) regarding each match who was a romantic
interest. Finally, participants completed a one-item measure of
sexual desire regarding each match who was a romantic interest: “I
feel a great deal of sexual desire for [name].” This item correlated
.86 with the sexual desire construct in Study 2.

Analysis Strategy

These data have a three-level structure (unlike the two-level
structure in Study 2): Measures assessed on each of the 10
follow-up questionnaires (Level 1) are nested within each match
(Level 2), which is nested within each participant (Level 3). For
example, a participant who was romantically interested in two
different matches for all 10 follow-up questionnaires would pro-
vide 20 different associations between PSAnx and passionate love
(10 for each match). As in Study 2, we used multilevel data
analytic strategies to examine the present data; the intercept was
permitted to vary randomly at Level 2 and Level 3.

In total, 76 participants (33 women, 43 men) expressed romantic
interest (i.e., they chose Option a, b, ¢, or d in response to the pivot
question) in at least one of their matches on at least one of the
follow-up questionnaires. This generated a total of 347 person—
match waves for the present analyses.

Results

Part 1: What Does PSAnx Predict?

Primary analyses. This study included four approach-related
dependent variables: passionate love, date initiation (self- and
match report), and the sending of the initial e-mail via the speed-
dating messaging page. Simple associations between PSAnx and
these variables are presented in the first column of Table 2.

Across the 347 person—match waves, we first regressed passion-
ate love onto PSAnx in a multilevel regression analysis. As in
Study 2, PSAnx significantly and positively predicted participants’
reports of passionate love toward their speed-dating matches,
#(234) = 7.36, p < .001.

In addition, if participants reported that they either “hung out” or
corresponded with a match during the 3 days prior to their filling
out a follow-up questionnaire (N = 253 person—-match waves),
they completed a measure of date initiation that assessed the
degree to which they felt they initiated the hanging out/
correspondence. PSAnx significantly predicted this self-report of
date initiation, #(161) = 5.10, p < .001. Consistent with our
theoretical framing whereby PSAnx leads to proximity-seeking
behaviors, PSAnx at time 7 also predicted date initiation at time 7 +
1, B = .20, #(119) = 2.90, p = .004.

Furthermore, in instances in which both matches reported on
each other at the same time period (N = 184 person—match waves),
we could examine whether one participant’s PSAnx was associ-
ated with their match’s lower report of date initiation. This analysis
provides a rigorous test of agreement between the two partners and
would provide compelling evidence that the initiation effect does
not reside solely in the minds of participants. As predicted, the
matches of participants experiencing PSAnx reported less date
initiation, #(112) = —3.56, p < .001.

T2
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Table 2

Study 3: Associations Between Partner-Specific Attachment Anxiety and Approach-Relevant Dependent Variables

Zero-order association

Partner-specific

Dependent variable attachment anxiety

Partial associations

Partner-specific
attachment anxiety

Dispositional

Sexual desire attachment anxiety

Passionate love 347
Date initiation (self-report) 29"
Date initiation (match report) —.24™
E-mail initiation (behavioral) 1.32"

28" 287 —.06

277 A7 —.09
— 25" -.07 04
1.41" 1.28" —1.36"

Note. For the first three rows, values beneath the heading ‘“Zero-order associations” are standardized betas indicating the association between
partner-specific attachment anxiety and each of the three dependent variables, and values beneath the heading “Partial associations” are standardized betas
indicating the partial association between each of the three dependent variables and partner-specific attachment anxiety, sexual desire, and dispositional
attachment anxiety (entered simultaneously). For the fourth row (E-mail initiation), values indicate the natural log of the odds ratio of each effect.

“p < .05."p < .01. "p < .001.

A similar cross-partner analysis strategy also enabled us to
examine whether participants’ PSAnx was associated with their
match’s date enjoyment. Even though individuals experiencing
greater PSAnx might have been more likely to initiate a date, the
functional implications of PSAnx would be called into question if
their matches subsequently enjoyed the dates less than did the
matches of nonanxious individuals. This analysis revealed that
PSAnx was not significantly associated with the match’s date
enjoyment, 3 = .004, #(112) = 0.05, p = .958. In sum, these
findings suggest that participants experiencing PSAnx were more
likely to initiate correspondence/hanging out with a match, and
matches found these social interactions every bit as enjoyable as
did matches of participants who experienced less PSAnx.

The speed-dating messaging system provided a fourth measure
of approach that does not depend upon either partner’s self-report.
Though participants undoubtedly sent e-mails for diverse reasons,
we hypothesized that PSAnx should be associated with sending the
first message through the messaging system, as this initial e-mail
is the least likely to be conflated with other motivations (e.g.,
adhering to politeness and reciprocity norms). This analysis re-
quired a discrete time hazard model (Singer & Willett, 2003) in
which the dependent variable e-mail initiation is coded 1 at the
wave in which a participant sent the initial e-mail to a match (i.e.,
the e-mail was sent within the 72 hr following the PSAnx report),”
0 for all waves preceding the initiation wave, and missing for all
waves following the initiation wave. If the match, not the partic-
ipant, sent the initial e-mail, then e-mail initiation was coded 0 for
that participant before and including the initiation wave and was
considered missing thereafter. Hazard models examine whether
predictors (e.g., PSAnx) are associated with a greater likelihood of
reaching the criterion (e.g., sending the e-mail); such procedures
are appropriate in this case because once a participant sends the
initial e-mail, he or she effectively drops out of the data set, as the
initial e-mail by definition can only be sent once. This model
included the focal predictor PSAnx as well as the linear effect of
time. (We opted for this simple representation for time because
e-mail initiation was rare at later waves; see Singer & Willett,
2003.) This analysis was carried out using the NLMIXED proce-
dure in SAS to account for the nesting whereby participants
reported on multiple matches. Over the month, the effect of time
was negative, B= —1.83, e 1% = 0.16, 1(43) = —2.22, p =
.032, indicating that participants were less likely to initiate e-mails

as the month progressed. As predicted, participants who experi-
enced greater PSAnx were more likely to initiate contact with the
match by sending the first message, B = 1.32, ¢!'3? = 3.74,
1(43) = 2.23, p = .031. This was a very large effect: An increase
of 1 SD in PSAnx meant that a participant was 3.74 times more
likely to send the initial e-mail to the match.

In this study, PSAnx demonstrated a reliable positive associa-
tion with sexual desire, #(233) = 4.27, p < .001, but a nonsignif-
icant association with DAnx, #235) = 1.17, p = .243. (See Table
A3 in the Appendix for descriptive statistics and regression betas
for the central variables in this study.) As in Study 2, we conducted
a regression analysis for each of the dependent variables listed in
Table 2 that included PSAnx, sexual desire, and DAnx as predic-
tors. Partial regression betas from these analyses are presented in
the second, third, and fourth columns of Table 2. For all dependent
variables, PSAnx remained a significant predictor. Sexual desire
was a significant predictor of passionate love, date initiation (self-
report), and the sending of the initial e-mail; again, the beta for
PSAnx was descriptively as large as or larger than the beta for
sexual desire in all cases. DAnx negatively predicted e-mail initi-
ation but did not significantly predict any of the other variables.

Auxiliary analyses. Throughout this article, we have suggested
that PSAnx signals the activation of the attachment behavioral
system. Nevertheless, it is possible that our measure of PSAnx is
actually assessing a more general, nonattachment-based form of
anxiety that emerges whenever people are highly invested in an
uncertain outcome. In other words, perhaps it is not necessary to
invoke attachment theory to arrive at the prediction that PSAnx
will be associated with proximity seeking. However, attachment
theory would make the specific and novel prediction that PSAnx
should be associated especially with a participant’s desire to have
an attachment relationship (as opposed to a relationship that has
little potential for long-term attachment, such as a one-night stand)
with a particular match. Therefore, we predicted that our partici-
pants would evidence a stronger association between PSAnx and
their desire for a serious relationship with a particular match than
between PSAnx and their desire for a one-night stand with that

3 Recall that participants were able to send messages 24 hr before they
completed the first follow-up survey. Messages sent during this 24-hr
period were counted during Time 1.
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match. (As the term attachment relationship does not really have
a colloquial meaning, we felt that the term serious relationship was
a reasonable proxy.) Indeed, the correlation between PSAnx and
the desire for a serious relationship was large and significant,
r(345) = .49, p < .001. The correlation between PSAnx and the
desire for a one-night stand was also significant, 7(345) = .22, p <
.001, but this correlation was significantly smaller than the corre-
lation between PSAnx and the desire for a serious relationship,
Z = 445, p < .001 (Glass & Stanley, 1970).* This analysis
bolsters our confidence that (a) the present measure of PSAnx is
attachment relevant, even though participants are completing the
items with respect to partners who are not full-fledged attachment
figures, and (b) attachment theory is the appropriate theoretical
framing for the hypotheses advanced in this article.

As in Study 2, we wished to verify that the association between
PSAnx and the dependent variables remained robust above and
beyond the effect of PSAvoid. PSAnx and PSAvoid were nega-
tively associated in this study, #(232) = —1.92, p = .056. The size
and significance level of the PSAnx betas did not change substan-
tively when we added PSAvoid to each analysis. PSAvoid nega-
tively predicted passionate love and date initiation (the latter effect
was marginally significant), but PSAvoid did not significantly
predict any of the remaining dependent variables.

As in Studies 1 and 2, we explored the moderating role of DAnx
and avoidance and participant sex. Of the 12 possible interactions
(4 dependent variables X 3 possible moderators), only 2 were
significant or marginally significant. The DAnx X PSAnx and the
Dispositional Attachment Avoidance X PSAnx interactions were
nonsignificant for all four of the dependent variables. However,
the Participant Sex X PSAnx interaction was a significant predic-
tor of date initiation, B = .34, #(160) = 3.19, p = .002. Although
PSAnx did positively predict date initiation for men, f = .12,
t(81) = 1.95, p = .054, this association was stronger for women,
B = .37, (79) = 4.93, p < .001. Also, the Participant Sex X
PSAnx interaction was a nearly significant predictor of e-mail
initiation, B = 1.90, #43) = 1.88, p = .067. Descriptively speak-
ing, the association between PSAnx and e-mail initiation was
greater for women than for men, though the simple associations
were nonsignificant for both men and women. In sum, these
analyses did not suggest consistent moderational roles for DAnx
and avoidance and participant sex, though two of the four associ-
ations between PSAnx and initiation did appear to be stronger for
women than for men.

Part 2: Do the Between-Subject Effects From Study 1
Replicate Within Subjects?

Study 1 revealed that participants who were not in a romantic
relationship reported greater PSAnx (regarding their most desired
romantic partner) than did participants who were in an established
romantic relationship (reporting on their current partner). Those
data suggested that the experience of PSAnx may be normative in
the early stages of a romantic relationship, before one has concrete
evidence that one’s romantic desire is reciprocated. However, the
Study 1 data alone are inconclusive: There could in principle be
many reasons why a current partner and a desired partner inspire
differing degrees of PSAnx that have nothing to do with the stage
of the relationship.” This criticism could be addressed if partici-

pants reported on the same romantic partner when they were and
were not in an established dating relationship with that partner.

The speed-dating follow-up questionnaires can help address this
concern. Two responses to the pivot question (see the Method
section) essentially indicate that a match was a desired romantic
partner at a particular wave: (a) “friend with romantic potential”
and (b) “acquaintance with romantic potential.” Two other re-
sponses essentially indicate that a match was an actual dating
partner: (a) “dating casually” and (b) “dating seriously.” Our
hypothesis was as follows: Participants should report greater levels
of PSAnx about a match when that match is a desired partner
(friend/acquaintance with potential) than when that match is a
dating partner (dating casually/seriously). In other words, we
should replicate the basic finding of Study 1, even though partic-
ipants are now reporting on the same target both as a desired and
as an actual dating partner.

Over the course of the month, 12 participants (4 women, 8§ men)
met the following criteria with respect to one of their matches: (a) they
reported that the match was a desired partner at one or more waves,
and (b) they reported that the match was a dating partner at one or
more waves. All match waves meeting these two criteria were in-
cluded in the present analysis (N = 86 person—match waves). Because
12 is a small number of participants, we supplemented this analysis
with data from an additional 11 participants (8 women, 3 men) who
met these two criteria with respect to a “write-in” (N = 69 person—
match waves). A write-in is a target in whom participants experienced
romantic interest but who was not a fellow speed dater; participants
completed follow-up questionnaires about write-in targets at each
wave in addition to completing follow-up questionnaires about their
matches.® No participant met the two criteria for more than one match
or write-in target; therefore, this analysis has only two levels of
nesting (time within participant).

A multilevel regression analysis in which PSAnx was regressed
on relationship status (coded 0 = desired, 1 = dating) revealed a
significant effect of relationship status, B = —.34, #(131) = —2.56,
p = .012. That is, participants reported less PSAnx when they were
in a dating relationship with the match/write-in than when that
match/write-in only had romantic potential (see right-most bars in
Figure 1). The mean of PSAnx was 4.03 (SD = 1.54, N = 80)
when participants reported that the match/write-in was a desired

4 The Glass and Stanley (1970) formula used correlations; nevertheless,
this analysis still revealed a significant difference if we instead used the
standardized betas that accounted for the three levels of nesting (Z = 2.40,
p = .008).

5 One possible alternative explanation is that a desired partner is likely
to be a more desirable individual than is a current partner, and desirable
individuals might inspire more PSAnx. Although partner desirability or
“mate value” is a difficult construct to measure precisely, we found no
association between the percent of yesses participants received at the
speed-dating event (a reasonable measure of desirability) and the PSAnx
they inspired in their matches, #(270) = 1.31, p = .190.

6 Write-ins were not included in the Part 1: What Does PSAnx Predict?
section because many of the more exciting analyses in this study, such as
the cross-partner analyses and e-mail initiation, are irrelevant to the write-
ins. Those analyses that were relevant revealed the same conclusions as
reported above regarding speed-dating matches: PSAnx significantly pre-
dicted passionate love, B = .18, #(376) = 4.60, p < .001, and date
initiation, B = .30, #(281) = 5.27, p < .001, for all reports on the write-ins.
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partner, whereas the mean was 3.48 (SD = 1.52, N = 75) when
participants reported they were in a dating relationship with the
match/write-in. Relationship status did not significantly interact
with DAnx, dispositional attachment avoidance, or participant sex
to predict PSAnx (all Its| < 0.56). Finally, the effect of relationship
status on PSAnx was nearly significant when conducted on data
from the speed-dating targets alone, B = —.37, #(73) = —1.88,
p = .064, and on the write-in targets alone, B = —.32, #(57) =
—1.72, p = .090. In essence, these data replicate the basic finding
of Study 1 using a within-subjects design.

Discussion

Data from Study 3 indicate that we effectively replicated and
extended the findings of Study 2 with a sample of participants who
had recently met one another at a speed-dating event. In general,
the data supported the hypothesis that PSAnx is associated with
proximity seeking and other attachment-related constructs among
potential romantic partners who are just getting to know one
another. Study 3 participants reported on their speed-dating
matches over the course of a month and replicated the finding that
PSAnx and passionate love are reliably associated. Furthermore,
participants in this study were more likely to have initiated dates/
correspondence with a match to the extent that they were experi-
encing PSAnx; this was true regardless of whether the participant’s
or the match’s report of date/correspondence initiation served as
the dependent variable. Thankfully for those participants experi-
encing PSAnx, their matches did not enjoy their dates/
correspondence any less than if the participant had been experi-
encing little PSAnx—such a finding would have revealed a rather
tragic side-effect of PSAnx. Also, PSAnx predicted the sending of
the initial e-mail to a match, a behavioral dependent measure of
proximity seeking. Finally, data from Study 3 demonstrated that
participants experienced greater PSAnx when they were not yet in
a dating relationship with a desired individual. This replicated the
similar finding from Study 1 but used a more rigorous design
whereby participants reported on the same target over time.

Overall, data from Studies 2 and 3 have suggested that PSAnx
may signal the activation of the attachment behavioral system in
fledgling romantic relationships. But does PSAnx actually lead to
these attachment-relevant outcomes? Though we have framed
PSAnx as the independent variable and passionate love, proximity
seeking, and other attachment functions as the dependent variables
in Studies 2 and 3, we have no causal evidence for this pathway.
PSAnx could simply be a byproduct of participants’ desire to have
a romantic relationship with someone, and this desire alone could
be the sole driving force behind the initiation behaviors. If this
mechanism were sufficient to explain the Study 2 and Study 3
effects, and if PSAnx were playing no causal role, the theoretical
relevance of attachment theory would be diminished. Therefore, in
Study 4, we attempted to find evidence that the experience of
PSAnx does in fact cause these outcomes.

Study 4
Method

Participants

Participants were 39 single Northwestern University students
(18 women, 21 men) who completed the experiment in partial

fulfillment of a course requirement. Five additional participants
completed the experiment but did not follow the instructions for
the essay writing task; these participants were removed from all
analyses. The 39 participants were 19.2 years old on average
(SD = 1.1 years), and 72% of them were Caucasian, 13% were
Asian, 5% were African American, 3% were Hispanic, and 7%
belonged to an unlisted racial or ethnic group.

Procedure

First, participants completed a questionnaire that verified that
they were not currently involved in a romantic relationship. Then,
participants reported the initials of the person with whom they
most desired to have a relationship and completed a brief, three-
item assessment of baseline romantic interest for use as a covari-
ate. Once participants had completed this questionnaire, the ex-
perimenter gave them a second questionnaire that required them to
spend 4 min writing an essay. In the anxiety condition, participants
read the following instructions:

Think about the person whose initials you reported earlier. Tell us
about a time that this person was reluctant to get as close as you would
have liked. You may have worried that he/she didn’t want to have a
relationship with you or that he/she didn’t care about you as much as
you cared about him/her.

These instructions were designed to manipulate PSAnx; they (a)
were adapted slightly from those used successfully by Weisberg,
Birnbaum, and Simpson (2007) to manipulate attachment anxiety
regarding an established relationship partner and (b) share a great
deal of language with the original attachment anxiety paragraph
used by Hazan and Shaver (1987). In the control condition, par-
ticipants described what they believed this person did on a typical
school or work day. We selected this control condition because it
required the participant to think actively about the desired partner
but not in a way that would be likely to arouse attachment anxiety
regarding him or her. After participants had worked on the essay
for 4 min, the experimenter stopped the participant and adminis-
tered the third and final questionnaire containing the remaining
measures (i.e., the attachment and approach, sexual desire, and
PSAnx items).

Materials

At an in-class group testing session earlier in the academic
quarter, participants completed the Wei et al. (2007) six-item
measure of DAnx (o = .69) and six-item measure of dispositional
attachment avoidance (a = .74).

While at the experimental session but before receiving the essay,
participants completed a three-item measure of baseline romantic
interest that served as a covariate in all analyses reported below:
“How romantically interested are you in this person” (1 = not at
all interested, T = extremely interested), “For me, this person is
the perfect romantic partner” (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree), and “I possess a powerful attraction for this person” (1 =
strongly disagree, T = strongly agree; oo = .77). We controlled for
baseline romantic interest in all analyses to reduce the error asso-
ciated with the large, naturally occurring individual differences on
the various dependent variables; this procedure provides more
statistical power to detect any change in the dependent variables
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due to the essay manipulation. We selected these three items to
assess baseline romantic interest because (a) they seemed to tap a
general romantic interest construct, and (b) we feared that assess-
ing any items that were later assessed as dependent variables could
generate demand characteristics.

All remaining variables in Study 4 were assessed on scales
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). After the
essay manipulation was completed, participants completed five
items from the Tancredy and Fraley (2006) Attachment Features
and Functions scale (“It is important to me to see or talk with
regularly,” “___is the first person that I would turn to if I had a
problem,” “If I achieved something good, is the person that
I would tell first,” “My life would be severely disrupted if
was no longer a part of it,” and “When I am away from _____, I feel
down”), three items assessing passionate love (“____ always
seems to be on my mind,” “I would rather be with ____ than
anyone else,” and “I am ‘in love’ with "), and four items from
the Approach Tendencies scale assessed in Study 2 (“It would
make me very happy if expressed interest in spending time
just the two of us,” “I would be happy to rearrange my schedule so
that I would be able to hang out with ____,” “T often think of fun
dates or activities for _____ and me,” and “I would be very excited
to go on a date with in the near future”).

We subjected these 12 items to a factor analysis (principal axis
factoring with promax rotation), and a one-factor solution was
suggested by a parallel analysis (Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum,
& Strahan, 1999) in which the eigenvalues of the actual data are
compared with eigenvalues of an equivalently sized set of random
data. We averaged these 12 items to form our central dependent
variable, attachment and approach (o = .88).” However, for par-
allelism with Study 2, we also present results separately for the 5
items taken from the Attachment Features and Functions scale
(o = .86), the 3 items taken from the Passionate Love scale (o« =
.77), and the 4 items taken from the Approach Tendencies scale
(a0 = .63). Participants also completed a 1-item measure of sexual
desire (“I feel a great deal of sexual desire for ) and a 5-item
manipulation check for PSAnx (“I need a lot of reassurance that
__ cares about me,” “I worry a lot about my relationship with

;7 “If T can’t get to show interest in me, I get upset or
angry,” “I feel uncertain about ’s true feelings for me,” and “1
worry that doesn’t care about me as much I care about

him/her”; a = .84).

Results and Discussion
Primary Analyses

Marginal means (controlling for baseline romantic interest) for
the overall dependent variable attachment and approach and for
each of the three subscales are presented separately by essay
condition (anxiety vs. control) in Table 3. As predicted, partici-
pants assigned to write the attachment anxiety-provoking essay (in
comparison with those assigned to write the control essay) re-
ported significantly greater levels of attachment and approach.
When each subscale was analyzed separately, a significant effect
of essay condition was detected for attachment features and func-
tions and passionate love.® A significant effect was not detected for
the Approach Tendencies subscale, although the means were in the
expected direction (see also the moderational analysis by sex

Table 3
Study 4: The Effect of Partner-Specific Attachment Anxiety on
Attachment-Relevant Dependent Variables

Essay condition

Anxiety Control Effect

Measure M SD M SD F d

All dependent variable items

Attachment and approach 453 0.80 3.88 0.79 6.16° .82
Subscales

Attachment Features

and Functions 390 1.25 3.04 124 435 .69
Passionate Love 423 105 342 105 543 .77
Approach Tendencies 555 071 528 071 139 .38

Note. Marginal means are reported after controlling for the premanipu-
lation assessment of baseline romantic interest. All measures were assessed
with scales that measured agreement on a scale of 1 to 7. d = difference
between the anxiety and control condition means divided by the pooled
standard deviation.

“p < .05.

below). Overall, these data suggest that the experience of attach-
ment anxiety with respect to a desired romantic partner causes an
increase in attachment behavior and passionate feelings toward
that individual.

Oddly, the PSAnx scale intended as a manipulation check did
not reveal a significant difference between the anxiety (M = 3.94)
and control (M = 3.49) essay conditions, though the means are in
the expected direction and the effect size is in the small-to-medium
range (d = .31). We can offer two speculations on why this effect
was nonsignificant: (a) the manipulation check items came at the
very end of the study and thus the effect of the essay might have
worn off, and (b) some of the PSAnx items shared wording with
the manipulation itself, and this might have captured participants’
attention and disrupted the manipulation check.

Similar to the analyses presented in Studies 2 and 3, we con-
ducted an analysis of variance for each of the variables listed in
Table 3 that included sexual desire, DAnx, and baseline romantic
interest as covariates. (See Table A4 in the Appendix for descrip-
tive statistics and correlations for the variables in this study.) For
attachment and approach, attachment features and functions, and
passionate love, the effect of essay condition remained significant
or marginally significant. Sexual desire did not significantly pre-
dict any of the dependent variables in these models, whereas DAnx
only significantly (and positively) predicted approach tendencies.

7 We administered abbreviated scales in this study because of time
considerations and to maximize the likelihood that the anxiety manipula-
tion would remain effective for all items. We did not conduct a similar
factor analysis in Study 2 because in that study, we examined full-length
scales (several of which are established in the literature), and we did not
conduct a factor analysis in Study 3 because the sample size varied widely
acr oss the dependent variables.

8 We elected to average across the four Attachment Features and Func-
tions subscales in this study because each subscale was measured by only
one or two items. Nevertheless, results were significant and in the expected
direction for three out of the four subscales; results for the Separation
Distress subscale were not significant.
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As in Studies 2 and 3, these analyses suggest that the significant
effects of essay condition were robust beyond the effects of sexual
desire and DAnx.

Auxiliary Analyses

Similar to the previous studies, we explored whether DAnx and
avoidance and participant sex interacted with essay condition
(coded 0 = anxiety, 1 = control) to predict the variables listed in
Table 3. Of the 12 possible interactions (4 dependent variables X
3 possible moderators), two were significant or marginally signif-
icant (controlling for baseline romantic interest). The Dispositional
Attachment Avoidance X Essay Condition interaction was signif-
icant in predicting passionate love, B = —.31, #31) = —2.51,p =
.018; inspection of the simple slopes revealed that essay condition
had a negative effect (as predicted) for participants 1 SD above the
mean in dispositional attachment avoidance but a positive effect
for participants 1 SD below the mean, though neither simple slope
was significant. In addition, the Participant Sex X Essay Condition
interaction was significant in predicting approach tendencies, B =
—.96, 1(31) = —2.22, p = .033; for women, the essay had the
expected (negative) effect on the dependent variable, B = —.62,
1(15) = —3.14, p = .007, but for men, the essay had a nonsignif-
icant effect, B = .10, #«(18) = 0.49, p = .629. This finding is
noteworthy; although the essay condition did not have a significant
overall effect on approach tendencies (see Table 3), this interaction
suggests that the manipulation was effective for women. The
remaining 10 interactions did not approach significance; thus, the
data did not reveal a consistent moderational role for participant
sex or DAnx or avoidance.

General Discussion

The present report explored the normative experience of PSAnx
in fledgling romantic relationships. Two hypotheses were con-
firmed. For one, the experience of attachment anxiety regarding
romantic partners appears to be pronounced in the very early
stages of a romantic relationship, before that relationship is “offi-
cial” (Studies 1 and 3). That is, before participants established a
dating relationship, they reported greater levels of PSAnx. But
what is the significance of PSAnx regarding a desired relationship
partner? Our second hypothesis was that PSAnx signals the acti-
vation of the attachment behavioral system and would therefore
predict diverse attachment-relevant outcomes. Indeed, PSAnx pre-
dicted attachment features and functions (Studies 2 and 4), pas-
sionate love (Studies 2, 3, and 4), and both self-reported (Studies
2, 3, and 4) and behavioral (Study 3) measures of proximity
seeking. Furthermore, evidence from an experimental study (Study
4) suggested that PSAnx actually causes several of these
attachment-relevant outcomes. Across studies, the predictive ef-
fects of PSAnx were robust above and beyond the effect of sexual
desire, and our conclusions were generally identical for men and
women and for individuals who differed in their dispositional
attachment orientations. In sum, the present studies suggest that
PSAnx may be a particularly important motivational force (every
bit as important as sexual attraction) in developing relationships,
well before an attachment bond has formed.

To date, attachment theory has not been widely applied to the
study of attraction or relationship initiation, and the few studies

that have applied attachment theory to this domain have generally
derived hypotheses from the individual differences component of
the theory (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1996, Study 3; Klohnen & Luo,
2003; Vorauer et al., 2003). The present data argue that even the
normative component of attachment theory is relevant to the
processes underlying initial romantic attraction. Why would these
very early moments of potential relationships elicit attachment-
relevant concerns? Consider again Tennov’s (1979) descriptions of
romantically infatuated individuals: These participants often re-
ported a longing for emotional union with, strong feelings of
empathy toward, and an earnest willingness to sacrifice for, their
desired love object. It is almost as if a central component of the
experience of passionate love is the fantasy that one will ultimately
possess an attachment bond with the desired partner. Indeed, other
attachment theorists (e.g., Diamond, 2003) have argued that pas-
sionate love and infatuation represent an early stage of the attach-
ment bonding process, a perspective that is consistent with the
present data.’

If PSAnx (or the desire for an attachment relationship in gen-
eral) is an important motivational force in initial romantic attrac-
tion, one idea deserving of consideration is that attachment may be
an active process that, in some cases, “kicks in” rather quickly.
Certainly, complete attachment probably does require two individ-
uals to be in close proximity for an extended period of time (Hazan
& Diamond, 2000), but the desire for the attachment bond could be
something that drives individuals’ pursuit shortly after a romantic
interest initially emerges. If this speculation were accurate, it could
help to explain why unrequited love for a potential partner can be
so intensely painful (see Baumeister, Wotman, & Stillwell, 1993,
for a brief discussion of this possibility). If sexual attraction were
the sole motivational force underlying romantic relationship initi-
ation, it is unclear a priori why losing an opportunity for a new
partner would be so excruciating. Yet such an intense emotional
reaction makes a great deal of sense when viewed through the lens
of Bowlby’s (1959, 1969/1982, 1973) attachment framework: Los-
ing a potential attachment figure (however premature the fantasy
might be) is certainly more likely to evoke protest and despair than
is losing a potential sexual partner.

State and Trait Attachment Anxiety

What exactly is the PSAnx construct that we have documented
in this article? For one, the present studies do paint a somewhat
unusual picture of attachment anxiety, at least in comparison with
previous studies that have examined attachment anxiety as an
individual difference. For example, participants’ PSAnx did not
predict their matches’ decreased date enjoyment in Study 3, but the
romantic partners of dispositionally anxiously attached individuals
are known to be less satisfied with and less committed to their
relationships (Simpson, 1990). In fact, DAnx tends to predict
myriad negative aspects of relationship functioning (see Miku-
lincer & Shaver, 2003), including dysfunctional patterns of com-

° These data do not rule out the possibility that passionate love and
attachment are separable emotion motivation systems, as suggested by
Fisher (1998) and Fisher, Aron, Mashek, Li, and Brown (2002). The
present data show that passionate love and attachment-related constructs
co-occur on average, but it is still possible that they can operate indepen-
dently under certain circumstances.
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munication (J. A. Feeney, Noller, & Callan, 1994), increased
attention to romantic partners’ potentially threatening thoughts and
feelings (Simpson, Ickes, & Grich, 1999), and the inability to
respond to others with compassion (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2005) or
with responsive caregiving (B. C. Feeney & Collins, 2001). How-
ever, the outcomes of PSAnx in the current set of studies could be
construed as either positive (the euphoria of passionate love) or
negative (the rumination of passionate love). At the very least,
proximity seeking is likely to be a relationship-promoting factor;
this stands in contrast to the potentially destructive behaviors
sometimes evidenced by dispositionally anxiously attached indi-
viduals (e.g., Simpson, Rholes, & Phillips, 1996).

There could in principle be several reasons why DAnx and
PSAnx have different correlates. At least as far as fledgling rela-
tionships are concerned, the state-like experience of attachment
anxiety may serve as an adaptive signal that a relationship is worth
pursuing or that a relationship might eventually meet one’s attach-
ment needs. On the other hand, the chronic, trait-like experience of
attachment anxiety likely derives from a history of abandonment in
close relationships and leads individuals to become hypervigilant
as they guard against the possibility of losing a relationship part-
ner. One differentiating finding in the present set of studies is that
PSAnx positively predicted but DAnx negatively predicted a par-
ticipant’s sending the initial e-mail to a match in Study 3. This
difference could emerge because participants experiencing PSAnx
were inspired to pursue this potential attachment relationship,
whereas dispositionally anxiously attached participants did not
want to open themselves up to possible rejection or loss (see also
Vorauer et al., 2003). Ultimately, it is likely that both attachment
anxiety constructs will provide researchers with unique perspec-
tives on attachment processes.

Future Directions

Future research might explore how PSAnx relates to other
partner-specific constructs in the literature. For example, Solomon
and Knobloch have documented a construct called relational un-
certainty that refers to the degree of confidence that people have in
their partner’s and their own involvement in a relationship, as well
as the identity of the relational dyad as a unit (Solomon & Kno-
bloch, 2004). Relational uncertainty bears some similarity to
PSAnx in that it, too, tends to be elevated before a relationship has
become intimate (Knobloch & Solomon, 2002; Solomon & Kno-
bloch, 2001). However, relational uncertainty is associated with
the belief that one’s partner is irritating and is interfering with
one’s plans (Solomon & Knobloch, 2004), which seems to contrast
with the dependent variables that PSAnx predicted in the present
studies.

One possible explanation for this difference could be that we
have only explored the correlates of PSAnx regarding desired
relationship partners. It is an intriguing question whether PSAnx
might take on a different character depending on the stage of one’s
relationship. That is, PSAnx regarding a desired relationship part-
ner could have very different physiological, emotional, and cog-
nitive correlates than PSAnx regarding an established relationship
partner; this could explain some of the differences between the
effects associated with relational uncertainty and those associated
with PSAnx in this article.

In addition, PSAnx could play a role in the “hard-to-get” phe-
nomenon. Research on this topic has revealed that participants tend
to experience romantic desire for potential partners who are selec-
tive (i.e., they seem hard-to-get) but who also desire the participant
(Eastwick, Finkel, Mochon, & Ariely, 2007; Walster, Walster,
Piliavin, & Schmidt, 1973). Thus, the most desired potential part-
ners may be those who inspire individuals’ PSAnx on some
occasions (perhaps by communicating their selectivity) but recip-
rocate individuals’ desire on other occasions (see Eastwick &
Finkel, in press). The conjunction of reciprocity of liking and
PSAnx could lead people to strive for romantic partners who are
just “within their reach”—a phenomenon that intuitively seems
quite common.

Our results did not identify individuals for whom PSAnx fails to
predict proximity seeking. Nevertheless, it is certainly likely that
such individuals exist; it seems improbable that such anxiety
inspires everyone to approach the source of their anxiety head on.
The threat versus challenge distinction is potentially useful here
(Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996). Perhaps most people experience
PSAnx in the context of a developing romantic relationship as a
challenge (i.e., with appraisals that one has the resources to over-
come the demands of the situation). People tend to respond to this
challenge constructively— by initiating contact with a desired part-
ner and hopefully resolving some of their uncertainty in the pro-
cess. Yet if certain individuals experience PSAnx as a threat (i.e.,
with appraisals that one does not have sufficient resources), they
might instead retreat from the desired partner, preferring to live
with the uncertainty than to risk outright rejection. DAnx and
avoidance were certainly promising individual differences in this
regard (Fraley & Shaver, 2000), yet no consistent moderational
effects for these variables emerged. We hope that future studies
will successfully identify reliable individual differences in the
association of PSAnx with proximity seeking, passionate love, or
any of the other dependent variables examined in this article.

Finally, a limitation of the present set of studies offers yet
another promising direction for future research. In focusing on the
experience of PSAnx in fledgling relationships, we revealed that
internal threats to a potential relationship are associated with
attachment-relevant constructs. However, Bowlby (1973) also
noted that external threats activate the attachment system in in-
fancy, and recent studies have demonstrated that external threats
activate mental representations of attachment figures in adulthood
as well (Mikulincer, Gillath, & Shaver, 2002). Therefore, it is
possible that external threats could activate mental representations
of and the urge to approach desired romantic partners; such a
finding would provide further evidence that fledgling relationships
are attachment-relevant contexts.

Conclusion

The present set of studies demonstrated that attachment anxiety
is a normative experience in fledgling romantic relationships, and
it may cause individuals to seek proximity and cultivate an attach-
ment relationship with a desired partner. Perhaps more exciting
than the specific results of these studies, however, is the possibility
that normative elements of attachment theory have an underappre-
ciated usefulness in the understanding of attraction and relation-
ship initiation processes. Despite the extraordinary volume of
research applying attachment theory to adult romantic relation-
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ships (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007), it is plausible that attach-
ment theory actually remains underutilized, at least within the
domain of fledgling relationships. Furthermore, if attachment bond
formation starts to receive significant research attention in the
coming years (see Rholes & Simpson, 2004), researchers may find
it constructive to explore this topic by studying fledgling romantic
relationships (rather than by using retrospective reports of estab-
lished relationships, for example). We are hopeful that the present
article will inspire additional research questions, not only regard-
ing the functional role of PSAnx, but also regarding the intersec-
tion of attachment theory and relationship initiation in general.
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Appendix
Descriptive Statistics for Studies 1-4
Al
Study 1: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Variable 1 2 3 4
1. Dispositional attachment anxiety — 116 115 116
2. Dispositional attachment avoidance —.14 — 115 116
3. Partner-specific attachment anxiety 627 04 & 486
4. Relationship status —.04 -.30"" —-.20"" —
M 3.57 291 3.28 0.66
SD 1.07 0.93 1.25 0.47
Note. ns are presented above the diagonal; correlations, means, and standard deviations are presented below the
diagonal. All statistics were calculated on the combined Samples 1, 2, and 3. All variables were measured on a
scale of 1 to 7 except for relationship status, which was coded 0 = desired and 1 = current.
p = .001.
A2
Study 2: Descriptive Statistics and Regression Betas
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11
1. Dispositional attachment anxiety — 67 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201
2. Dispositional attachment avoidance -.33" — 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201
3. Partner-specific attachment anxiety 317704 — 201 201 201 201 201 201 201 201
4. Partner-specific attachment avoidance ~ —.01 307" —.06 — 201 201 201 201 201 201 201
5. Sexual desire .00 1 377 .02 — 201 201 201 201 201 201
6. Proximity seeking —.01 —.11 447 =547 18 — 201 201 201 201 201
7. Separation distress A2 —.07 547 =51 137 — 201 201 201 201
8. Safe haven 04 -5t 447 =547 06 817 — 201 201 201
9. Secure base .03 —.11 457 60" .09 84790 — 201 201
10. Approach tendencies 26" =157 S4TT =407 44T 6577 507 55T — 201
11. Passionate love A30 —.04 6977 =337 55T 667 58T 627 74T —
M 3.74 3.50 3.62 3.39 5.06 4.77 4.30 3.13 3.77 5.23 3.92
SD 1.11 1.03 1.16 0.97 1.57 1.51 1.38 1.55 1.51 1.04 1.21

Note. ns are presented above the diagonal; standardized regression betas, means, and standard deviations are presented below the diagonal. Betas were
calculated by using the column variable as the independent variable and the row variable as the dependent variable. All variables were measured on a scale

Qf 1to7.] _
p=.10."p = .05 "p =.0l.""p = .001.
A3
Study 3: Descriptive Statistics and Regression Betas
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
1. Dispositional attachment anxiety — 75 347 345 346 347 253 184 183 80
2. Dispositional attachment avoidance 15 — 345 344 345 345 252 183 182 80
3. Partner-specific attachment anxiety A1 —.17" — 345 346 347 253 184 183 80
4. Partner-specific attachment avoidance .01 11 —.117 — 345 345 253 183 182 80
5. Sexual desire —.14 —.24" .23*% —18" — 346 253 183 182 80
6. Passionate love —.07 —-.15 347 —.24" 347 — 253 184 183 80
7. Date initiation (self-report) —.06 -22" 29 —.107 217 26" — 164 163
8. Date initiation (match report) .00 13 —.24™ —.04 -.09 —.19™ —.52"" — 183
9. Date enjoyment (match report) —.01 .03 .00 —.11 —.05 —.04 .09 .09 — 35
10. E-mail initiation —.88" -39 1.32" .08 1.55" .70 —.09 —
M 4.48 2.95 3.56 3.63 4.14 2.65 4.08 3.42 5.05 0.45
SD 1.29 1.27 1.27 1.37 1.53 1.28 2.04 2.12 1.44 0.50

Note. ns are presented above the diagonal; standardized regression betas, means, and standard deviations are presented below the diagonal. Betas were
calculated using the column variable as the independent variable and the row variable as the dependent variable. All variables were measured on a scale
of 1 to 7 except for e-mail initiation, which was coded O = no initiation and 1 = initiation. Betas in the e-mail initiation row are the natural log of an odds
ratio; blank cells indicate that the logistic regression failed to converge.

sk

p=.10. "p = .05. "p =.01.p = .00l.
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A4
Study 4: Descriptive Statistics and Correlations
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9
1. Dispositional attachment anxiety — 36 36 36 36 36 36 36 36
2. Dispositional attachment avoidance —.26 — 36 36 36 36 36 36 36
3. Partner-specific attachment anxiety 607 .05 — 39 39 39 39 39 39
4. Sexual desire 40 —.13 32" — 39 39 39 39 39
5. Baseline romantic interest 297 —.21 17 40 — 39 39 39 39
6. Attachment and approach 35" -.07 60" 427 56" — 39 39 39
7. Attachment features and functions .16 —.01 497 40 36" .89 — 39 39
8. Passionate love 31° .05 AT 36" 62 857 59" — 39
9. Approach tendencies 56" —.32f 58" 287 53" 747 44" 64" —
M 3.77 3.29 3.68 5.05 5.33 4.16 3.42 3.77 5.40
SD 0.88 0.91 1.40 1.56 0.82 0.99 1.35 1.37 0.81

Note. ns are presented above the diagonal; correlations, means, and standard deviations are presented below the diagonal. All variables were measured

on a scale of 1 to 7.
p=.10."p=.05"p= 0l

p = .001.
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