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Daily Experiences of Emotions
and Social Contexts of Securely and
Insecurely Attached Young Adults

Julia C. Torquati
Marcela Raffaelli

University of Nebraska, Lincoln

This study examined daily emotions and social contexts of young adults who differed
in global attachment style (secure vs. insecure). Sixty-nine college students (41%
male, 59% female) completed self-report measures of attachment and provided time-
sampling data on moods, companionship, and activities using the experience sampling
method. Secure (n = 41) and insecure (n = 28) young adults spent a similar propor-
tion of time with familiar intimates and alone. Secure individuals reported significant-
ly more positive affect, higher levels of energy, and more connection than insecure in-
dividuals when they were alone and higher levels of energy and connection in the
context of familiar inti—mates. Secure participants were more likely to report extreme
positive emotions, and insecure participants were more likely to report extreme nega-
tive emotions, especially when they were alone. Insecure individuals did not report ei-
ther more labile or flatter emotions than did secure individuals. Results are consistent
with the conceptualizationof attachment style as an organizational construct for emo-
tion.

Keywords: attachment,; emotions; experience sampling method

Attachment style has been conceptualized as an organizational construct
for emotion, cognition, and behavior (Sroufe & Waters, 1977). According
to attachment theory, affective and cognitive representations of self, oth-
ers, and relationships, or so-called internal working models, develop from
relationship experiences. Expectations regarding social partners are based
on representations of past relationship experiences. Emotions experienced
in the context of relationships are also based, in part, on representations
of past relationship experiences and current expectations regarding so-
cial partners. For example, a secure attachment style is characterized by
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expectations of availability and acceptance on the part of relationship part-
ners and corresponding positive emotions. On the other hand, uncertainty
regarding availability and acceptance by relationship partners characteriz-
es an insecure attachment style, and experiencing associated negative emo-
tions such as worry, loneliness, or discouragement may be more likely.

A considerable body of literature exists examining how attachment style
relates to individuals’ emotional experiences in social relationships. How-
ever, a number of questions remain. First, do people structure their social
contexts differently as a function of attachment style? Second, how does at-
tachment style relate to everyday experiences of emotion? Finally, do emo-
tional experiences vary as a function of attachment style and social context?
This investigation examines attachment as an organizational construct for
everyday emotions in varying social contexts. Research on the social con-
texts and developmental tasks of young adulthood, and on attachment and
emotion, is summarized below to provide the context for hypotheses to be
tested.

The social contexts of late adolescence and early adulthood are struc-
tured around development of intimate relationships with same-and oppo-
site-sex peers (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson,
1987; Larson & Richards, 1991). Individuals may actively structure their
social contexts differently as a function of attachment style because emo-
tions and expectations about relationships differ according to attachment
style. However, only one study to date has examined time spent in different
social contexts as a function of attachment style. Tidwell, Reis, and Shaver
(1996) found that insecure-dismissing individuals were less likely to be in-
volved with a romantic partner and were less likely to interact with individ-
uals of the opposite sex than were secure or insecure-preoccupied individ-
uals. Thus, the first question addressed in this study is whether secure and
insecure young adults structure their social time differently.

Differences in emotional experiences have been linked to attachment
styles in both self-report and observational studies. For example, insecure
late adolescents report more negative affect in their romantic relationships,
whereas those with a secure attachment style report more positive affect,
trust, and commitment (Simpson, 1990). Feeney and Kirkpatrick (1996)
found that autonomic arousal in response to a laboratory separation was
higher for insecure than for secure college women. Clinical studies of at-
tachment style also provide evidence of the association between insecure
attachment style and emotion dysregulation. Among adolescents, substance
abuse, delinquency, and conduct disorder are associated with dismissing at-
tachment style, and affective disorders are associated with preoccupied at-
tachment style (Allen, Hauser, & Borman-Spurrell, 1996; Kobak, Sudler,
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& Gamble, 1991; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996). Conversely, secure at-
tachment style is associated with lower levels of depression, anxiety, eat-
ing disorders, substance abuse, and personality disorder (Burge et al., 1997;
Papini & Roggman, 1992). Taken together, these studies indicate that emo-
tional experiences of insecure individuals are generally less positive and
more negative, especially when using clinical criteria. However, few stud-
ies have examined the relationship between attachment style and daily sub-
jective experiences of emotion. Because attachment style is an organiza-
tional construct for affect, cognition, and social behavior, it is likely that
attachment style is systematically related to everyday emotions in ways that
do not warrant a clinical classification.

According to attachment theory, affective and cognitive representations
of self and others in relationships, expectations regarding social partners,
and emotions experienced in the context of relationships are based in part
on representations of past relationship experiences and current expecta-
tions regarding social partners. Attachment style reflects a strategy for or-
ganizing emotions and cognitions pertaining to self and others. Individ-
uals with a secure attachment style typically have access to positive and
negative relationship emotions and memories, so there is relatively little
distortion of experience evident (Main & Goldwyn, 1998). Representa-
tions of self and others tend to be positive for such individuals. Individ-
uals with an insecure-dismissing attachment style have typically experi-
enced attachment figures as unavailable, so they have adopted a strategy
of “de-activating” the attachment system (Kobak, Cole, Ferenz-Gillies,
Fleming, & Gamble, 1993) as a way of minimizing the importance of at-
tachments and needs for affiliation. A byproduct of this strategy could po-
tentially be a blunting of affective experience, such that emotions may
be experienced either as flatter or less positive. Individuals with an inse-
cure-preoccupied attachment style have typically experienced unpredict-
able availability of attachment figures, so they have adopted a strategy
of “activating” the attachment system (Kobak et al., 1993). This strategy
is often expressed as hypervigilance because inconsistent availability re-
quires the individual to constantly monitor attachment figures. A byprod-
uct of this strategy may be experiencing more labile emotions because
emotional experience may be more dependent on moment-by-moment in-
formation derived from monitoring attachment figures rather than from a
global perception of the relationship. For example, evidence of availabil-
ity and caring derived from the frequency of phone calls from attachment
figures or gestures of affection (or lack thereof) may have a more potent
influence on emotions for a person who is uncertain about others as avail-
able and about themselves as loveable.
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Because attachment style reflects different strategies for organizing rela-
tionship information and emotions, attachment style could affect emotional
experience in at least four ways. Insecure individuals could experience (a)
less positive emotions or (b) more flat emotions than do secure individuals
(reflecting a strategy of minimizing attachment related emotions). Insecure
individuals could experience (3) more negative emotions or (4) more vari-
ability in their emotions (reflecting a strategy of hypervigilance associated
with activation of the attachment system) than do secure individuals. The
second question addressed by this study is whether everyday emotional ex-
periences, extreme positive and negative emotions, and emotional variabili-
ty differ for secure and insecure young adults.

The third question addressed in this study incorporates both attach-
ment style and social context. With respect to daily emotional experienc-
es, is the influence of attachment style limited to activation in the context
of perceived threat and in the context of attachment figures, or is attach-
ment style a generalized social orientation? (See Tidwell et al., 1996, for
a summary of these two positions.) Research on attachment during young
adulthood has focused on romantic relationships. This orientation is based
on the assumption that variation in social experiences as a function of at-
tachment style should be evident only in contexts with attachment figures
or potential attachment figures. However, researchers have yet to exam-
ine how globally or specifically attachment influences emotional experi-
ences: Is attachment style an organizational construct for emotions regard-
less of context, in the context of attachment relationships only, or in social
contexts generally? Research documenting the association between de-
pression, anxiety, and attachment style suggests that the influence of at-
tachment style on emotional experiences transcends social contexts. How-
ever, clinical research suffers from the limitation of selection bias because
participants in clinical research have sought treatment and been diagnosed
with an affective disorder. Moreover, clinical studies are limited by ret-
rospective design, and emotional dispositions assessed by survey instru-
ments or clinical interviews are not contextualized. The current investi-
gation compares daily emotional experiences as a function of attachment
style and social context using contemporaneous reports of emotional expe-
riences in a nonclinical sample.

In summary, prior theory and research suggest that individuals with dif-
ferent attachment classifications differ in their emotional experiences. The
overall goal of the current study was to explore how securely and inse-
curely attached young adults experience their daily lives and to examine
whether their moment-by-moment mood states reflect global attachment
classification. To accomplish these goals, we obtained time-sampling data
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on moods, companionship, and activities from young adults using the ex-
perience sampling method (ESM; Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987). Un-
like most self-report methods used in psychological research, the ESM
obtains reports of immediate experience, providing moment-by-moment
insight into people’s emotional reality. Methodological research has dem-
onstrated that ESM is a reliable and valid way of obtaining information
from children, adolescents, and adults (Larson, 1989; Larson & Csikszent-
mihalyi, 1983; Larson & Richards, 1994). In the current study, we used
ESM snapshots of everyday life to address three research questions:

1. Do young adults structure their social contexts differently as a function
of attachment style?

2. How does attachment style relate to everyday experiences of emotion?

3. Do emotional experiences vary as a function of attachment style or so-
cial context?

METHOD

Sample

Undergraduate students enrolled in social science classes at a midwest-
ern university completed a set of self-report measures and were invited to
volunteer for the ESM portion of the study. Two-hundred and fifteen stu-
dents participated in the survey. Forty-five students volunteered for the
ESM task and received $15 for their participation. However, students in
the social science classes were predominantly female, so the sample was
disproportionately female. Therefore, male undergraduate students were
recruited from introductory psychology courses and earned research cred-
it for their participation.

Seventy-one students participated in both the survey and ESM tasks.
Data from two participants were excluded from analyses because they had
no data points in social contexts with familiar intimates. Examination of
their diaries indicated that they spent the overwhelming majority of their
time at work and in school-related activities. Therefore, sixty-nine partici-
pants were included in data analysis.

The analysis sample of 69 participants was similar to the total sample of
215 in terms of ethnicity, year in school, and attachment style (59.1% se-
cure for the total sample; 57.1% secure for the analytic sample). The an-
alytic sample included a higher proportion of males (41.4%) than the to-

TORQUATI, RAFFAELLI / ATTACHMENT AND DAILY EMOTIONS 745

tal sample (29.3%) because males were purposely recruited to balance the
gender composition of the analytic sample.

The 69 participants were predominantly Caucasian (92.6%). Oth-
er ethnic minority groups represented included African American (4.4%)
and Hispanic (2.9%). Slightly more females (58.6%) than males (41.4%)
participated. Most participants were freshmen (39.7%) or sophomores
(35.3%), as compared to juniors (19%) or seniors (6%). All students were
young adults.

Procedures

Participants completed a set of standardized measures and then carried
an electronic pager and booklet of self-report forms for 1 week. Using the
ESM (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987), participants were signaled an av-
erage of six or seven times per day for 1 week and were instructed to com-
plete a self-report form every time a signal was received. The self-report
form included the date, time, location, people present, activity, and emo-
tions. Signals occurred at random within every 2-hour block of time be-
tween the hours of 9:00 a.m. and 9:00 p.m. Participants completed an av-
erage of 33.5 forms (range = 14-54; mode = 35.0). The participant with 14
reports went out of town for the weekend and received no signals during
that time. The ESM study occurred during the semester while classes were
in session. No data were collected during spring break or final exams.

Measures

Attachment style. Standardized measures included an adapted version
of the 18-item self-report measure of attachment style developed by Col-
lins and Read (1990). This measure assesses three dimensions of attach-
ment: comfort with closeness (close); comfort depending on others (de-
pend); and anxiety. Participants rated each statement on a scale from 1
(not at all true for me) to 4 (very true for me). The scale was adapted for
this research by developing three additional items to assess strategies for
organizing attachment-related emotions (Kobak et al., 1993). One item as-
sesses the extent to which attachment relationships are valued (“relation-
ships with others are important to me”) and two items assess activation of
the attachment system (“sometimes I spend so much time thinking about
my relationships with others that I have a hard time getting things done”
and “it really bothers me if someone says or does something that I can’t
figure out”). The relative activation of the attachment system is germane
to the third question addressed by this study, which is whether emotional
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experiences vary as a function of attachment style and social context.

Because the hypotheses for this study were based on the conceptualiza-
tion of attachment categories rather than dimensions, Collins’s (1996) sys-
tem for assigning individuals to categories based on continuous dimension-
al scores was used to categorize individuals. First, close and depend were
combined into a single mean score. The item for valuing attachment was in-
cluded in the close-depend score (oo = .64). The activation items were in-
cluded in the mean anxiety score (o = .74). Individuals scoring 2 or above
on each dimension are considered to be high on that dimension, and those
scoring below 2 are considered low.

Attachment categories were assigned according to Collins’s (1996)
system:

secure = high close-depend, low anxiety (n = 41);
preoccupied = high close-depend, high anxiety (n = 25);
dismissing = low close-depend, low anxiety (n = 0); and
fearful = low close-depend, high anxiety (n = 3).

bl i S

This is similar to the proportion of secure individuals in previous studies
of attachment in young adulthood (Brennan & Shaver, 1995; Collins &
Read, 1990; Hazan & Shaver, 1987; Shaver & Brennan, 2000; Tidwell et
al. 1996). The relatively large proportion of individuals in the preoccupied
category, and the absence of individuals in the dismissing category, differs
from those found in previous research, but is likely because of the strin-
gent criteria used to determine high and low scores on anxiety. Proportions
of the sample were not large enough in each of the separate insecure cat-
egories to examine variation as a function of type of insecure attachment.
Therefore, all insecure types were combined into a single category for anal-
ysis (insecure: n = 28, 41%; secure: n =41, 59%).

Emotional experiences. Following the procedures of the ESM, each
time they were signaled during the week, participants provided ratings of
14 emotions on semantic differentials (e.g., happy or unhappy, excited or
bored). Pairs of emotion words were placed at opposite ends of lines with
five notches, and participants were instructed to mark anywhere on the line.
Emotion ratings were coded on a five-point scale, with higher scores indi-
cating more positive emotion.

Composite scores were constructed by computing average scores for
three dimensions of emotions: positive affect, energy, and connection. Pos-
itive affect and energy have been extensively examined in prior research
(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987; Larson, Raffaelli, Richards, Ham, &
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Jewell, 1990) and reflect two fundamental aspects of emotional experience
(pleasant vs. unpleasant and intensely aroused vs. sleepy; Russell, Lewicka,
& Niit, 1989). The third dimension, connection, was of interest in the pres-
ent study because socially oriented emotions were theoretically meaningful
for testing hypotheses. The positive affect scale (o =.82) included seven se-
mantic differential items (peaceful or irritated, happy or grouchy, hopeful or
discouraged, confident or worried, comfortable or tense, fine or miserable,
and agreeable or angry). The energy scale (a = .63) included three items
(energetic or tired, excited or bored, lively or sleepy). The connection scale
(a0 =.65) included three items (loved or lonely, accepted or rejected, secure
or insecure). Reliability analyses revealed that the emotional state of calm
did not cluster with the other moods, so it was not included in any of the
scales. The positive affect scale was moderately correlated with the connec-
tion (r =.59, p <.01) and energy (r=.51, p <.01) scales, but the connection
and energy scales were not significantly correlated (r = .23, ns). Correla-
tions between the mood scores and attachment dimensions were also exam-
ined; the only significant relation was between anxiety and connection (r =
—.27,p <.05).

In addition to considering mean scores for affect, energy, and connection,
we computed the proportion of time participants reported extreme positive
and extreme negative scores (i.e., a score of either 1 or 5) on each of the 14
mood states. Prior research has shown that positive and negative emotions
are independent, and therefore, group differences in emotional experienc-
es may result from differences in endorsement of either extreme positive or
extreme negative moods (Diener & Eammons, 1985; Larson, 1987; Watson
& Clark, 1984; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). Finally, mean standard
deviation scores for affect, energy, and connection were used as a measure
of emotional lability within participants, across all self-reports.

Social context. Participants listed people present each time they were
signaled. Responses were coded into discrete categories (alone, friends,
roommate or roommates, romantic partner, family, and public settings such
as class or work), and the percentage of time each person was in each con-
text was computed. Consistent with other time-use studies (e.g., Csikszent-
mihalyi & Larson, 1987; Larson et al., 1990), the denominator used for cal-
culating the percentage of time in each category was the total number of
self-reports completed by the individual. For the current analysis, two so-
cial context groups were formed: alone (32%) and with same-age famil-
iar intimates (friends, romantic partner, roommates; 33.8%). Overall, par-
ticipants reported spending 13.7% of their time with romantic partners (for
those who were dating, n = 35), 10.5% of their time with roommates, and
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16.2% of their time with friends. Time in other contexts, such as work,
class, and other public places (34%), was grouped into a nonintimate social
category for descriptive purposes but was not considered in the main analy-
sis because it does not consistently provide social opportunities. Time spent
with families (8.8%) was omitted from the main analyses because many of
the participants were living away from their families, and this representsa
constraint on structuring their social time.

Plan of Analysis

First, we examined whether participants structured their social lives dif-
ferently as a function of attachment style, focusing on time alone and with
familiar intimates. Next, three indicators of daily emotion were compared
as a function of attachment style: positive affect, energy, and connection.
The influence of attachment style and social context on emotional experi-
ence was examined by focusing on time alone and with familiar intimates.
We examined three aspects of daily emotional experiences: mean levels of
positive affect, energy, and connection; reports of extreme positive and neg-
ative moods; and variability of emotions. Because prior research has re-
vealed gender differences in the close relationships of young women and
men (e.g., Furman & Buhrmester, 1992; Feldman, Gowen, & Fisher, 1998;
Winstead, Derlega, & Rose, 1997), gender effects were examined in all
analyses.

RESULTS
Experiences in Different Social Contexts

The first question addressed pertained to social behavior, specifical-
ly whether secure and insecure individuals structure their social experienc-
es differently. Analysis of variance comparing the proportion of time spent
with familiar intimates, F(1, 67) = 0.004; ns, and alone, F(1, 67) = 0.21; ns,
revealed no differences attributable to attachment style (see Table 1). The
social context of familiar intimates was further differentiated by examining
time with romantic partners, friends, and roommates. There were no sig-
nificant differences as a function of attachment style in the proportion of
time spent with romantic partners, friends, or roommates, F(1, 67) = 0.03;
ns. Secure individuals were no more likely than were insecure individuals
to report that they were currently in a dating relationship, ¥2 = .296, df =1,
ns. Gender comparisons of time spent alone and with familiar intimates in-
dicated that there was no significant difference between males and females
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TABLE 1: Time With Familiar Intimates and Alone as a Function of Attachment

Style and Gender

Secure Insecure Men Women

{h =41} n=28) i =29) {n = 40)
Social Confext Me SD% M% SD% M SD% Me% SD%
Alone 34.0 1486 323 149 223 158 240 139
Familiar intimates ar2 138 369 215 413 188 239 155
Romantic |::|i3rtr'|er"-l 144 102 126 102 137 11.3 1356 95
Friends 179 140 148 16.0 214 167 132 124
Roommates a5 1141 136 154 112 126 11.0 136

MOTE: Table shows results based on total self-reports completed.
a. Amaong subset of respondents who had a romantic partner (n = 33; 47.8%)

in time spent alone, F(1, 67) = 0.25; ns, or with familiar intimates, F(1, 67)
=3.2;p=.08.

Daily Emotional States Associated
With Different Attachment Styles

The overall relation between attachment style and daily subjective states
was examined by conducting multivariate analyses of variance with the
three mood scores (positive affect, energy, and connection) as within-sub-
jects repeated measures and attachment style and sex as between-subjects
factors. A significant main effect emerged for attachment style, F(1, 65) =
12.61, p <.001. Follow-up univariate tests indicated that secure individuals
reported higher levels of connection than did their insecure peers, F(1, 66)
= 8.11; p < .01, but there were no significant differences in positive affect,
F(1, 66) = 1.79; ns, or energy, F(1, 66) = 2.03; ns, as a function of attach-
ment style (see Table 2 for means).

To examine emotional states within social contexts, a similar analysis
was conducted with the three mood scores (positive affect, energy, and con-
nection) and two contexts (alone and with familiar intimates) as within-sub-
jects repeated measures and attachment style as a between-subjects factor
(see Table 3). Significant main effects for mood, F(1, 67) = 240.45; p <
.001; context, F(1, 66) = 31.65; p < .001; and attachment style, F(1, 66) =
14.58, p <.001, emerged, as did a significant mood-by-context interaction,
F(1, 66) = 12.96; p < .001, and a trend-level context-by-attachment-style in-
teraction, F(1, 66) = 3.73; p <.06. The main effect for context indicated that
both secure and insecure individuals reported more positive mood states in
the context of familiar intimates than when they were alone. Secure individ-
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TABLE 2: Emotional States as a Function of Attachment Style and Gender

Secure Insecure Men Wamen

(I"I =4T_,;| {n:Eﬂ) {n =.29_,;| q’n=4G,J
Item M SD M 5D M sD M sD
Positive affect 294 073 371 080 381 056 387 078
Energy 296 0.58 261 1.02 330 080 265 1.0
Connection 427 0.66 376" 082 405 065 4.08 085

‘e 06 Y pe. 01" p < 001,

TABLE 3: Emotional States in Different Social Contexts as a Function of
Attachment Style and Gender

Alone With Famdiar intimates

Secure Insecure Secure Insecure
Affect 390 .38 a.54*" 55 4.0 44 3.80 B3
Energy 301 4 254" 4T 338 43 310" &1
Connection 418 45 a.68"" 66 4.31 A5 4.02% 64

‘o 08, " p <. 01 e < 001,
NOTE: n = 41 for secure; n = 28 for insecure.

uals reported higher levels of positive affect, energy, and connection when
they were alone and higher energy and connection when they were with fa-
miliar intimates than did insecure individuals.

Additional analyses were conducted to examine whether the differenc-
es by attachment style resulted from differential experiences of extreme
positive emotions as opposed to extreme negative emotions. Independent
samples t tests were used to compare the mean percentage of extreme posi-
tive and extreme negative emotions reported by securely and insecurely at-
tached individuals. Overall, securely attached individuals were more like-
ly to say they felt extremely agreeable, comfortable, excited, loved, secure,
and calm, as compared to insecure individuals (see Table 4). In the com-
pany of familiar intimates, secure individuals were more likely than were
insecure individuals to report feeling comfortable, excited, loved, secure,
and calm; when alone, they were more likely to feel agreeable, comfortable,
happy, excited, loved, and secure.

In contrast, insecurely attached individuals were more likely to report
extreme negative moods than were their securely attached peers, particular-
ly when alone. Insecure individuals more frequently reported that they were
very tired, sleepy, lonely, and nervous overall (see Table 5). There were no
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TABLE 4: Percentage Endorsement of Extreme Positive Emotions in Different

Contexts by Attachment Style
Cherall Familiar Intimates Alone
Secure  Insecure Secure Insecure Secure Insecure

ftem M 2 M = M = M 2 M 2 M s
Positive affect

Agreeable 49.3 ar4* 547 40.6 501 22"

Comfortable 516 40.2* 58.3 41.9* 2.7 aaz*

Confident 21.4 181 246 221 1.7 16.3

Fine 1.2 30.0 3k.2 341 30.7 262

Happy 41.0 327 50.4 39.3 40.3 253"

Hopeful 21.2 15.4 257 17.3 219 14.7

Peaceful 242 218 26.4 23.8 25.8 23.7
Energy

Energetic 8.3 86 10.3 1.3 7.2 57

Excited 21.7 121 28.5 142 16.0 65"

Lively 1.2 8.6 13.5 10.3 109 T0
Connection

Azcepted 221 226 4.7 274 30.0 19.5

Loved E0.8 28.0"" 57.6 35.8" 489 22.8"

Secure 585 364" 62.3 41.5* 55.0 aaat
Calm 54.8 421" 60.1 406" 57.2 501

MOTE: Mean percentage of times when participants reported a score of & (extremely
positive) for each emotional state.
oo 05 e 01,

differences between secure and insecure individuals in the endorsement of
extreme negative emotions in the context of familiar intimates. However,
when they were alone, insecurely attached individuals were significantly
more likely to report being worried, miserable, grouchy, discouraged, irri-
tated, tired, bored, sleepy, lonely, and nervous than were secure individuals.

Additional analyses (not shown) were conducted to determine whether
the differences in emotions as a function of attachment style resulted from
differences in the types of activities participants engaged in (i.e., sports, lei-
sure, watching television). Analyses of variance examining the proportion
of time spent in different activities indicated no significant differences as a
function of attachment style or sex.

Emotional Variability

Variability of emotions was compared as a function of attachment style
by computing mean standard deviation scores for positive affect, energy,
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TABLE 5: Percentage Endorsement of Extreme Negative Emotions in Different

Contexts by Attachment Style
Chverall Familiar Intmates Alone
Secure  Insecure Secure Insecure Secure Insecure

ftem M % M % M % M %5 M % M %
Poszitive affect

Angry 0.85 1.6 077 16 0.57 14

Tense 2.8 3 1.8 4.1 29 T4

Warried 5.2 5.3 2.8 66 3.0 11.8°

Miserable 2.4 29 36 42 12 42"

Grouchy 1.8 3.4 1.5 289 1.5 52"

Discouraged 4.1 5.6 4.3 56 29 10.0*

Irritated 6.6 a8 4.1 9.1 32 124
Energy

Tired 16.7 231" 127 172 22.3 353"

Bored 2.8 6.0 21 4.1 1.7 71"

Sleepy 13.4 202 9.3 132 17.8 328"
Connection

Rejected 1.2 1.6 1.4 3.3 1.10 a2

Lonely 0.3 34" 0.2 1.5 0.57 59"

Insecure 0.6 1.4 1.6 1.5 0.22 1.5
Mervous 1.5 3.6" 1.0 20 1.00 59"

MOTE: Mean percentage of times when participants reported a score of 1 (extreme i
negative) for each emotional state.
o 05 o 01,

and connection. Analyses of variance indicated no significant main effects
of attachment style (for positive affect, F[1, 67] = 0.52; for energy, F[1, 67]
= 0.84; for connection, F[1, 67] = 1.32; all ns), suggesting that secure and
insecure individuals do not differ in the lability of their emotional experi-
ences. Sex differences did emerge; women were more variable than men in
their reports of positive affect, F(1, 67) = 13.62, p <.001, and energy, F(1,
67) = 13.63, p <.001. Men and women did not differ in variability of con-
nection, F(1, 67) =2.61, ns.

DISCUSSION

This study examined the emotional experiences and social contexts of se-
curely and insecurely attached college students. Consistent with the concep-
tualization of attachment style as an organizational construct for emotional
experiences, secure and insecure young adults differed in their emotional
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experiences in everyday settings. Because the study involved the collection
of multiple mood ratings over the course of an entire week, it is likely that
the findings reflect a general pattern of emotional experiences, suggesting
that attachment style has a generalized influence on emotional experiences.
Differences in emotional experiences did not result from differences in
daily social experiences attributable to attachment style. In addressing our
first research question, we found that secure and insecure college students
spent a similar proportion of time alone and with familiar intimates (roman-
tic partners, friends, roommates). We also found that secure individuals were
no more likely to be in a romantic relationship than were insecure individ-
uals. There is little prior research on the social contexts of individuals who
differ in attachment classification. Tidwell and colleagues (1996) reported
that avoidant individuals spent less time with romantic partners, in contrast
to the current finding of no differences in social interactions based on attach-
ment style. There are two possible reasons for this discrepancy. First, in the
current study, most of the insecure participants fell into the preoccupied cat-
egory, with insufficient numbers in other insecure attachment classifications;
thus, we were unable to examine differences as a function of subtype of in-
secure attachment. Second, it is possible that the college setting imposes a
certain degree of structure on the social lives of students, resulting in simi-
larities in social context that do not reflect choice but rather the types of liv-
ing situations (e.g., dorms, shared apartments) in which students typically
live. Additional research is needed to examine the question of whether peo-
ple structure their social lives differently as a function of attachment style.
The second research question examined linkages between attachment
style and everyday experiences of emotion. It was hypothesized that at-
tachment style could affect emotional experience in four ways: insecure in-
dividuals could experience less positive emotions than secure individuals;
insecure individuals could experience more negative emotions; insecure in-
dividuals could experience flatter emotions; and insecure individuals could
experience more variability in their emotions. We examined emotional ex-
periences both overall and by social context (alone and with familiar in-
timates). Overall, secure individuals reported a higher degree of connec-
tion (a measure of the extent to which individuals feel loved, accepted, and
secure) than did their insecure peers, but no differences in the two other
global emotion measures of positive affect and energy emerged. Moreover,
secure individuals were more likely than insecure individuals to endorse
extreme positive emotions, whereas insecure individuals were more likely
to endorse extreme negative emotions. Thus, secure individuals experience
more positive daily emotions and more frequent extreme positive emotions
than insecure individuals. This is consistent with the findings of Tidwell
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et al. (1996) and Collins (1996). The two attachment groups did not differ
in emotional variability, suggesting that insecure individuals do not experi-
ence either more flat or labile emotional states than secure do individuals.

More fine-grained analyses within social contexts revealed that inse-
cure individuals tended to report particularly low moods when they were
alone. Insecure individuals reported lower levels of positive affect, energy,
and connection when they were alone than did secure individuals; small-
er (but still significant) differences in energy and connection emerged in
the context of familiar intimates. The emotional differences between secure
and insecure individuals resulted from differences in both extreme positive
and extreme negative moods. Secure individuals were more likely than in-
secure individuals to rate their moods at the extreme positive end of the
scale both when alone and with familiar intimates. For example, secure-
ly attached individuals were more likely to report extreme feelings of being
loved, secure, comfortable, and excited. In addition, insecure individuals
more frequently reported extreme negative emotions when they were alone
(but not in the company of familiar intimates). When alone, insecure indi-
viduals were 10 times more likely to report feeling extremely lonely, more
than 4 times as likely to report feeling extremely irritated, and more than 3
times as likely to report feeling extremely discouraged, worried, or misera-
ble than were secure individuals.

The fact that differences in emotions were more pronounced when re-
spondents were alone expands our understanding of the relation between at-
tachment style and emotional experiences. The pattern of results suggests
that attachment style has a generalized influence on emotional experiences
that transcends social context. Secure and insecure individuals may differ
in the extent to which feelings of attachment are maintained when poten-
tial attachment figures are absent. Insecure individuals may need the pres-
ence of others to experience connection (i.e., feel loved, accepted, and se-
cure), whereas secure individuals can maintain positive moods when they
are alone, presumably because their internal working models of self, re-
lationships, others, and the social world in general is positive, stable, and
global. Evidence of a generalized influence of attachment style on daily ex-
periences of emotion is consistent with a more generalized influence found
in clinical studies and in studies of coping and attachment (e.g., Allen et al.,
1996; Kobak et al., 1991; Rosenstein & Horowitz, 1996).

Limitations of this study point to future directions for research. First, at-
tachment style and daily experiences of emotion were assessed using self-
report instruments; replication of findings using the Adult Attachment In-
terview (Main & Goldwyn, 1998) and other measures not derived from
self-reports would further validate results of this study. Second, the sam-
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ple was not large enough to examine subtypes of insecure attachment, and
most of the insecure participants fell into the preoccupied group. Purposive
sampling of subtypes of insecure attachment would permit comparison of
dismissing, fearful, and preoccupied attachment styles. Third, refinement of
the diary report to include more finely tuned measures of social context and
ratings of perceived closeness should permit more precise comparisons of
familiar intimates. This study relied on open-ended descriptions of compan-
ions, so a response of friends does not differentiate between acquaintanc-
es and best friends, for example. Combining ratings of closeness, such as
those used by Tidwell et al. (1996), with ESM may be an effective strate-
gy to address this limitation. Fourth, examination of emotional experiences
with family was limited because many participants were living away from
their family of origin. Attachment develops primarily within the family of
origin, so this is an important context within which to examine the influence
of attachment on emotional experiences. Fifth, the measure of connection
as a dimension of emotional experience was developed specifically for this
research. Mean differences as a function of attachment style suggest that it
is a valid measure, but further validation is necessary. Finally, the ESM uses
contemporaneous measures of subjective emotional experience but is still
subject to the limitations of self-report measures. Alternative data collection
procedures (e.g., observations, measures of autonomic arousal, or involve-
ment of multiple reporters) are needed to address this issue.

Despite these limitations, this study offers several unique contributions
to the study of attachment and emotion. First, this investigation is one of
only a few studies using contemporaneous reports of emotion. Time-sam-
pling data offer several strengths: They are less subject to problems of re-
call; multiple data points are gathered for each participant; and self-reports
of emotion and experience are contextualized. Second, this study examined
how attachment influences emotional experiences when alone and with fa-
miliar intimates. Previous research has examined the influence of attach-
ment by using global survey instruments without incorporating context or
by using contemporaneous reports of experiences in social contexts but not
alone (Tidwell et al., 1996). These data address the question of whether at-
tachment style has a global, pervasive influence on daily emotional experi-
ences or if attachment style influences emotional experiences only in social
contexts.

Based on the findings, secure and insecure young adults differ in their
emotional experiences both in interpersonal contexts and alone. Securely
attached individuals experienced more positive average moods and report-
ed more extreme positive emotions than did insecure individuals, regardless
of social context, whereas insecure individuals reported more extreme neg-
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ative emotions, especially when they were alone. This research adds sup-
port to the conceptualization of attachment style as an organizational con-
struct for emotion.
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