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Emotional Responses to a Romantic Partner’s
Imaginary Rejection: The Roles of Attachment
Anxiety, Covert Narcissism, and Self-Evaluation

Avi Besser! and Beatriz Priel?
'Sapir Academic College

’Ben-Gurion University of the Negev

ABSTRACT These studies tested the associations between responses to
an induced imaginary romantic rejection and individual differences on
dimensions of attachment and covert narcissism. In Study 1 (N = 125), we
examined the associations between attachment dimensions and emotional
responses to a vignette depicting a scenario of romantic rejection, as
measured by self-reported negative mood states, expressions of anger,
somatic symptoms, and self-evaluation. Higher scores on attachment
anxiety, but not on attachment avoidance, were associated with stronger
reactions to the induced rejection. Moreover, decreased self-evaluation
scores (self-esteem and pride) were found to mediate these associations. In
Study 2 (N = 88), the relative contributions of covert narcissism and at-
tachment anxiety to the emotional responses to romantic rejection were
explored. Higher scores on covert narcissism were associated with
stronger reactions to the induced rejection. Moreover, covert narcissism
seemed to constitute a specific aspect of attachment anxiety.

Attachment theory posits that early relationships with caregivers
lead to the incorporation of internal working models into the devel-
oping personality structure, guiding the formation of expectations
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and behavior in future relationships (Bowlby, 1969, 1973, 1980). The
concept of internal working models of attachment has been pro-
posed as a cognitive and affective construct that includes the indi-
vidual’s memories, perceptions, and expectations in relation to
significant others. According to Bowlby these internal working mod-
els include expectations about the self as worthy of love and atten-
tion (the model of the self) and about others as supportive and
responsive (the model of the other), as well as the relationship be-
tween these two. Working models of self and other are proposed to
have enduring impacts on an individual’s self-evaluation, interper-
sonal perceptions, and behavior across the life span (e.g., Bartholo-
mew, 1990; Bowlby, 1973; Colin, 1996). A growing body of empirical
research has extended the study of attachment beyond childhood
(Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Hazan & Shaver, 1987), theorizing
that the quality of early attachments might have long-term reper-
cussions on many aspects of adult life such as the ability to maintain
long-term, intimate relationships. Persons with secure childhood at-
tachments are expected to exhibit higher levels of trust, closeness,
and dependability, whereas insecure childhood attachments are ex-
pected to have the opposite effect (Brennan & Shaver, 1998; Feeney
& Ryan, 1994).

In the last years a main body of attachment research furthers
the conceptualization of internal working models of attachment un-
derscoring the ways they affect the attachment system; this research
proposes two main dimensions along which individual differences
in attachment can be assessed: attachment anxiety and attachment
avoidance (Brennan, Clark, & Shaver, 1998; Cassidy & Kobak,
1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2003, 2007). A person’s position in each
of these orthogonal dimensions indicates his or her sensitivity to po-
tential threats of rejection or lack of responsiveness and the extent
to which proximity is looked for or avoided in order to cope
with these threats. Low scores on both dimensions characterize the
security attachment style whereas insecure attachment is defined by
high scores on one or both dimensions. High scores in the anxiety
versus the avoidance dimension have been explained as expressing
different strategies in the intent to cope with insecurity: the hyper-
activation of the attachment system by increasing proximity (attach-
ment anxiety) on one hand or the deactivation of the attachment
system through the avoidance of contact (attachment avoidance) on
the other hand.
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Attachment Dimensions and Affect Regulation

Research on adult attachment has provided evidence of the relation-
ship between attachment styles and emotional self-regulation among
adolescents and adults (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991; Mikulincer,
Shaver, & Pereg, 2003). From this perspective, attachment styles can
be viewed as organized rules that guide the individual’s responses in
situations of distress. Kobak and Sceery (1988) suggested that secure
persons tend to manage distress effectively and also tend not to be
depressed, whereas persons reporting insecure attachment styles use
less effective coping strategies, leading to distress and depression.
Insecure patterns of attachment are associated in adult clinical and
community samples with relatively high levels of distress (e.g., Besser
& Priel, 2003; Besser, Priel & Wiznitzer, 2002; Priel & Shamai, 1995;
Roberts, Gotlib, & Kassel, 1996), depression (e.g., Murphy & Bates,
1997), anxiety (e.g., Mikulincer, Florian, & Weller, 1993), general
distress symptoms (e.g., Lopez, Mitchell, & Gormley, 2002), and
negative affect (e.g., Simpson, 1990). In particular, anxious attach-
ment styles have been found to predict distress and depression (e.g.,
Besser & Priel, 2005; Wei, Mallinckrodt, Russell, & Abraham, 2004).
On the other hand, working models characteristic of secure attach-
ment have been found to reduce susceptibility to depression and
negative affectivity (e.g., Carnelley, Pietromanco, & Jaffe, 1994).
Whereas individuals high on the attachment-anxiety dimension
tend to intensify negative emotional states and exaggerate the threat-
ening aspects of an event, those high on the attachment-avoidant di-
mension tend to distance themselves from emotional situations (see
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, and the references therein). A plausible
explanation of the association between attachment anxiety and
greater distress when confronted with rejection may center on the
vulnerability of these individuals’ self-evaluation. Moreover, previous
research supports the hypothesis that anxiously attached people’s self-
worth is especially dependent on other’s approval (Anderson & Per-
ris, 2000; Park, Crocker, & Mickelson, 2004). In the present studies,
we investigate the role played by self-evaluations and narcissistic ori-
entations in the attachment anxiety/heightened distress associations.

The Model of the Self and Attachment Theory

From its onset, attachment theory emphasized the basic associa-
tion between the attachment figure’s responses and the subject’s
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self-evaluation. Hazan and Shaver (1994) discussed Bowlby’s mental
model and stated that, “‘attachment theory thus implies that beliefs
and feelings about the self, especially social and global self-esteem,
are determined in part by the responsiveness of the caregiving environ-
ment” (p. 5). Bartholomew and Horowitz (1991) characterized the
self-model underlying attachment styles as reflecting a sense of lov-
ability or being worthy of love (positive self-dimension). Empirical
evidence strengthened this position, documenting the associations
between attachment styles and self-esteem (e.g., Collins & Read,
1990; Feeney & Noller, 1990). Griffin and Bartholomew (1994a,
1994b) showed that the positivity of an individual’s attachment self-
model is highly related to the positivity of her or his self-evaluation,
with self-esteem as one of the indicators of self-evaluation.

A major empirical finding in this field has been the identification of
important associations between attachment anxiety and low self-es-
teem, offering support for the hypothesis that attachment anxiety
constitutes a risk factor for fluctuations in the self-model. Moreover,
it has been shown that anxious adult attachment styles are associated
with dysfunctional attitudes, which in turn predispose for lower levels
of self-esteem (Roberts et al., 1996). Thus, attachment anxiety appears
to lead to symptoms of heightened distress in adulthood through its
impact on self-worth and self-esteem. Following this line of thought,
we proposed that associations between attachment anxiety and the
increase of negative responses following the rejection of a romantic
partner might be mediated by extensive changes in the self-evaluation.

STUDY 1: THE MEDIATING ROLE OF CHANGES IN SELF-
EVALUATION

Overview

Existing research supports the hypothesis that the development of,
and change in, the attachment system affects the formation of the
self-evaluation (Cassidy, 1988, 1990). It has been noted that a sense
of security with an attachment figure seems to instill a person with a
positive self-image that allows the individual to feel good about him-
or herself in a variety of adjustment areas, including social relation-
ships (Offer, Ostrov, Howard, & Dolan, 1992). Attachment anxiety
has been found to associate with lower global self-esteem (Barth-
olomew & Horowitz, 1991; Mickelson, Kessler, & Shaver, 1997) as
well as with the attribution of negative traits to the self (Mikulincer,
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1995). Results about the association between self-esteem and attach-
ment avoidance are less clear: Attachment avoidance has been asso-
ciated with inflated self-evaluations in some studies (e.g., Mikulincer,
1995, 1998a), but Brennan and Morris (1997) found that attachment
avoidance predicts lower self-evaluations in social domains. Recent
research on levels of self-esteem and the attachment dimensions of
anxiety and avoidance reveals a link between high attachment anx-
iety and unstable self-esteem, whereas attachment avoidance was
unrelated to self-esteem stability (Foster & Kernis, 2007).

To further the understanding of the associations between self-
esteem and attachment anxiety, in Study 1 we aimed at the inves-
tigation of the associations between individual differences in insecure
attachment and changes in expressions of negative affectivity, anger,
and somatic symptoms, as well as changes in aspects of the self (self-
esteem and self-pride) in response to an interpersonal threat. Spe-
cifically we hypothesized that levels of attachment anxiety will be
positively associated with increased negative mood and negative
affective reactions, because induced imaginary romantic rejection
might have the potential to hyperactivate attachment anxiety-related
worries (e.g., worry that the partners will reject them, abandon them,
or judge them unworthy of love) but may not affect avoidance at-
tachment-related themes (e.g., uneasiness with interdependency and
dismissiveness of intimacy). The second goal of this study was to
investigate the role of self-evaluation in the link between attachment
anxiety and affective experiences and distress responses to romantic
rejection. Specifically, we hypothesized that the association between
attachment anxiety and negative mood outcomes, in response to the
imaginary romantic rejection, is mediated by significant decreases in
the self-evaluation (self-esteem and self-pride).

The hypothesis that threatened self-esteem could act as a mediator
between threats to a romantic relationship and negative affect is
supported by work on the role of self-esteem in interpersonal rela-
tionships. It has been noted that one of self-esteem’s central func-
tions is to provide an ongoing gauge of one’s status vis-a-vis
relationship partners (Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Correspondingly,
many emotions related to functioning within the context of inter-
personal relationships have been shown to involve awareness and
appraisals of self (Tracy & Robins, 2004).

In the present study, we intend to further the investigation of the
association of attachment anxiety with general negative affectivity
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by (a) including additional assessments of other specific negative re-
actions, namely, anger expressions and somatic symptoms and (b)
exploring the mediating role of low self-evaluation, in particular, the
changes in, or stability of, self-esteem and pride in response to the
induced threat of rejection.

Attachment Anxiety, Anger, and Somatic Symptoms

Bowlby (1988) suggested that anger behaviors are ways in which in-
fants communicate to their parents that their attachment system is
activated (e.g., at times of separation, pain, and fatigue) and that
their attachment needs are not being satisfied. This is a ““functional
anger,” and it allows parents to respond to their child’s attachment
needs (Bowlby, 1977). A history of insecure attachment interactions
may transform a child’s functional anger into aggressive behavior in
an attempt to reestablish proximity. Empirical results have corrob-
orated the association between violent behavior (e.g., aggressive and
oppositional behavior toward peers and caregivers, disruptive be-
havior disorders, controlling interactions with others) and child in-
secure attachment (Greenberg, DeKlyen, Speltz, & Endriga, 1997;
Lyons-Ruth, Alpern, & Repacholi, 1993).

A similar association between insecure attachment and expres-
sions of dysfunctional anger has been postulated and investigated for
adults’ attachment dimensions. Attachment anxiety has been found
to lead to ‘“‘adult proneness to react with extreme anger when rele-
vant attachment cues are present” (Dutton, 1995, p. 574). Individ-
uals high on attachment anxiety dimension were found to be more
likely to express dysfunctional anger because of their chronic anxiety
over rejection and abandonment in close relationships. Moreover, in
an extensive study, Mikulincer (1998b) showed that secure attach-
ment was related to lower anger proneness, more constructive anger
goals, more adaptive responses and more positive affect in anger
episodes, lower hostile intent to others, and more positive expecta-
tion outcomes from anger episodes, as compared with insecure at-
tachment styles. On a more speculative level one may expect that
attachment avoidance will effect a suppression of anger among other
negative emotions, whereas attachment anxiety may increase nega-
tive emotionality (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

In addition to their direct expressions of anger and distress, anx-
iously attached individuals may generally be more likely to report
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somatic symptoms as a consequence of their tendencies to focus on
negative affect (Feeney & Ryan, 1994). Based on a review of research
on childhood antecedents and personality contributions to somato-
form disorders as well as research on social influences during adult-
hood, Stuart and Noyes (1999) hypothesized that somatizing patients
display anxious attachment behavior that derives from childhood
experiences with caregivers. Early exposure to illness increases the
likelihood that distress will be manifested somatically. When under
stress as adults, somatizers use physical complaints to elicit care. So-
matizers’ interpersonal interactions with others, including physicians,
ultimately lead to rejection that reinforces the somatizer’s belief that
he or she will be abandoned. At the same time, this anger may serve
an ego-protective purpose (Berman & Sperling, 1994). The experience
and expression of anger through somatization may help insecure men
and women alleviate their insecure attachment.

Based on the literature reviewed above, we proposed that higher
levels of attachment anxiety will lead individuals scoring high in the
attachment anxiety dimension to report more intense negative affect,
anger, and somatization. We proposed that the anxiety over aban-
donment that is implied in the anxiety dimension of adult attach-
ment would be associated with increased negative affectivity
(anxiety, depression, and hostility), as well as with the specific reac-
tions of anger expressions and somatic symptoms. Moreover, we
expected that these reactions to an induced imaginary romantic re-
jection would also be associated with a less positive self-evaluation.
Finally, our main hypothesis is that a more negative self-evaluation
will mediate the associations between attachment anxiety and neg-
ative affect, anger, and somatization in response to an induced
imaginary romantic rejection.

Method

Participants

Our sample consisted of 125 Israeli nonclinical community sample par-
ticipants (63 men, 62 women) who each reported being currently involved
in a serious committed romantic relationship. Participants responded to a
call for volunteers to take part in a study of personality and mood. Par-
ticipants were young adults in their mid-20s (range 20-30; M = 24.78,
SD = 2.51). All participants had more than 12 years of formal education
(M =13.41, SD =1.63).
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Measures and Procedure

Participation in the study was voluntary (i.e., participants were not paid
or compensated in any other way). Participants were asked if they were
currently involved in a serious committed romantic relationship and if
they would be willing to complete a questionnaire about personality and
relationships. Only those currently involved in a serious committed ro-
mantic relationship and who agreed to take part in the study were invited
to first and second sessions. All participants were reminded of their right
to withdraw from the study should they feel uncomfortable. None chose
to do so. After the second session, they were given a written debriefing.

The study was conducted in two separate sessions. For a random 50% of
the participants, the first session took place at the beginning of the week and
the second session took place 3 days later. For the other half of the par-
ticipants, the first session took place at the end of the week and the second
session followed 3 days later. Participants reported individually to a psy-
chology laboratory, where they were informed that this was a study of the
relationship between personality and behaviors that occur in the context of
romantic relationships. During the first session participants completed a
measure of attachment dimensions and baseline measurements of pride and
self-esteem, anger, somatic symptoms, and of their current state negative
mood were taken. The order of presentation of the questionnaires was ran-
domized. In the second session, participants read a vignette of a hypothet-
ical scenario intended to evoke the threat of romantic rejection. After this
reading, the participants were asked to rate their current feelings and ex-
periences in response to the hypothetical scenario in terms of how they were
feeling at the moment (i.e., “How do you feel now?””) measured using the
VAS (Albersnagel, 1988), the State Anger Scale (STAS; Spiclberger, Jacobs,
Russell, & Crane, 1983), the SCBAI-Somatic Subscale (Lehrer & Woolfolk,
1982), and measures of state self-esteem and pride. Potential order effects
were controlled by means of randomized presentation of the questionnaires
at each time of measurement.

Induced threat of romantic rejection. In a pilot study, 10 independent
judges, blind to the study’s aims, rated four different scenarios for their
capacity to evoke a threat of romantic rejection on a 7-point scale (not at
all [1] to very much [7]). The judges rated the four scenarios in random
order. Judges observed an acceptable level of intraclass correlation
reliability. Judges established acceptable levels of inter-rater intraclass
correlation reliability coefficients (Shrout & Fleiss, 1979) for the ratings
of the four scenarios (ICC >.90). Among these scenarios, the one used in
the present study achieved the significantly highest mean scores for its
capacity to evoke a threat to a romantic relationship and also achieved the
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significantly highest intraclass correlation reliability and mean scores when
coders evaluated these situations on the following item: ““This situation
closely matches the definition of betrayal' and a threat of loss of, or being
rejected by, a romantic partner” (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree).

Using a procedure similar to the one described by Buss, Larsen, Wes-
ten, & Semmelroth (1992), participants were instructed to ““Please think of
a serious committed romantic relationship that you currently have, have
had in the past, or would like to have in the future.”””

Next, participants were asked to imagine the following scenario:*

You get out of work early one day and decide to surprise your partner
with a present. As you walk up to the apartment, you hear laughing
coming from inside. As you get closer, you see that the door is cracked
open. You open the door to find X and another person having sexual
relations in the living room. You hear X whispering to this person, I
think I might be in love.”

Negative state mood. Current (i.e., “How do you feel now?”’) negative
state mood was measured before and after exposure to the scenario using
the three negative affective state scales of the VAS (Albersnagel, 1988).
These scales include 14 negative mood adjectives. Participants were asked
to indicate how they were feeling ““at the moment™ by placing a vertical
mark on each 80-mm line anchored at 0% and 100%, with opposing la-
bels for each adjective (e.g., not at all sad to extremely sad). The three
affective states assessed were dysphoria (depressed, sad, blue, desponded,

1. According to Drigotas and Barta (2001), betrayal is defined as “‘a partner’s
violation of norms regulating the level of emotional or physical intimacy with
people outside the relationship™ (p. 177). Betrayal can be sexual, emotional, or
both. Sexual betrayal is any behavior that involves sexual contact, such as kissing,
intimate touching, oral sex, or sexual intercourse. Emotional betrayal involves the
formation of an emotional attachment or affection for another person and can
involve such behaviors as flirting, dating, intimate conversations, or falling in
love.

2. This was used in order to capture more general tendencies rather then responses
related to a specific current or previous relationship.

3. This procedure was validated in a pilot study, with an independent nonclinical
community sample of 134 Israeli volunteers (63 men, 71 women ages 20-29
M =24.19, SD = 2.22). All participants had more than 12 years of formal edu-
cation (M = 13.27, SD = 1.40) and reported that they were currently involved in a
serious committed romantic relationship. As expected, participants’ ratings of
their current negative state mood levels after experiencing an induced rejection
were significantly higher than their baseline levels. Accordingly, we adopted this
method for our two studies.
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tormented, and lost), hostility (hostile, irritable, annoyed, and disagree-
able), and anxiety (anxious, nervous, uneasy, and tense).

Adult romantic attachment. We used the Experiences in Close Relation-
ships—Revised Measure (ECR-R; Fraley, Waller, & Brennan, 2000) to
evaluate participants’ self-reported romantic attachment dimensions.
This scale contains 36 items derived from an item response theory
(IRT) analysis of most of the existing self-report measures of adult ro-
mantic attachment (see Brennan et al., 1998). The ECR-R measures
scores along two subscales, avoidance (or discomfort with closeness and
discomfort with depending on others) and anxiety (or fear of rejection and
abandonment). (See Fraley et al., 2000, for more information on scoring.)

Self-esteem. Global self-esteem levels were measured before and cur-
rent/state self-esteem levels (i.e., “How do you feel now?”’) were assessed
after the presentation of the romantic rejection scenario using the Single-
Item Self-Esteem Scale (SISE; Robins, Hendin, & Trzesniewski, 2001).
Before and after reading the scenario, participants rated the item, ““I see
myself as someone who has high self-esteem,” on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). For reliability and
validity information for this measure, see Robins et al. (2001).

Self-pride. Global self-pride levels were measured before and current/
state self-pride levels (i.e., “How do you feel now?””) were assessed after the
presentation of the romantic rejection scenario. Participants responded to
a statement designed to capture their overall self-pride. Participants rated
the item, “I see myself as someone who has high self-pride,”” on a 5-point
Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

In the present study, we hypothesized that state self-esteem and pride
would change following the imaginary interpersonal rejection, not because
self-image/esteem per se is important, but rather because self-esteem is a
measure of acceptance and may potentially reflect internal representation
of the imaginary rejection.

Anger responses. Current/state anger (i.e., ““How do you feel now?’’) was
measured before and after exposure to the rejection scenario, using the
State Anger Scale (STAS; Spielberger et al., 1983). This scale is designed
to measure the intensity of anger that a person experiences. The State
Anger Scale is a 15-item scale that uses a 4-point Likert format. Items
were rated for intensity of current feeling and experiences, from not at all
(1) to very much (4). Scores are the sums of the responses to the state-
anger items. High scores indicate that a person is more likely to respond
with elevated levels of transient anger. For reliability and validity infor-
mation for this measure, see Spielberger et al. (1983).
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Somatic symptoms. The somatic subscale of the Somatic, Cognitive, and
Behavioral Anxiety Inventory was used to measure current/state (i.e.,
“How do you feel now?””) somatic symptoms before and after the pre-
sentation of the rejection scenario (SCBAI-Somatic Subscale; Lehrer &
Woolfolk, 1982). The SCBAI assesses the level and type of discomfort
feelings participants are currently experiencing. The somatic subscale
of the SCBALI includes 16 items on a 9-point Likert scale dealing with
somatic expressions of distress. For reliability and validity information
for this scale, see Lehrer & Woolfolk (1982).

Cronbach’s o values obtained in the present study for the multi-item
scales are reported in Table 1.

Results and Discussion

As expected, and confirming the findings of our preliminary pilot
study, the ratings that participants gave their negative state mood
levels after exposure to the induced imaginary romantic rejection
situation were significantly higher than the baseline levels,
F(1, 124) = 144.1, p<.0001, nf) = .54 for anxiety, F(1, 124) =496.48,
p<.0001, nf) = .80 for dysphoria, and F(1, 124) = 179.78, p<.0001,
n% = .59 for hostility. Moreover, participants’ ratings of their anger
expressions, F(1, 124)=411.54, p<.0001, n§=.77, and somatic
symptoms were significantly higher after the exposure to the rejec-
tion scenario, F(1, 124)=132.42, p<.0001, nf) =.52. Finally, par-
ticipants’ ratings of their own state self-esteem, F(1, 124) = 183.28,
p<.0001, 17 = .60, and pride, F(1, 124) = 106.77, p<.0001, n, = .46,
were significantly lower after the experience of the induced imagi-
nary romantic rejection. Means and standard deviations are pre-
sented in Table 1.

The Mediation Hypothesis

Do decreased levels of self-esteem and pride in response to the in-
duced imaginary romantic rejection mediate the association between
attachment anxiety and increased negative affect, anger expressions,
and somatic symptoms?

To examine the association between attachment anxiety and nega-
tive affect, defined as a latent factor and including all three simulta-
neously assessed negative affect measures, we used a Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM; Hoyle & Smith, 1994) strategy that allowed
us to evaluate this association while assessing measurement errors in the
dependent and independent variables and the auto-correlations among
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errors in repeated self-reported measures (see Figure 1). SEM analysis
was performed with the AMOS software (Version 4.0; Arbuckle, 1999),
using the maximum-likelihood method. We used the y statistic as a fit
index to evaluate how the “proposed” model (i.e., the model being
evaluated) fits the data as compared to the “‘saturated” model (i.c., the
baseline model that represents perfect model fit). A nonsignificant >
has traditionally been used as a criterion for not rejecting an SEM
model; a nonsignificant % indicates that the discrepancy of the matrix
of the parameters estimated based on the model being evaluated is not
different from the one based on the empirical data. However, this is a
very strict, sensitive criterion that is influenced by the number of vari-
ables and participants (e.g., Landry, Smith, Swank, & Miller-Loncar,
2000). We therefore used additional fit indices.*

Table 1 presents the intercorrelations between the study vari-
ables.” These data were provided to depict the first order correlations

4. Model fit was assessed using the following indices: x> divided by degrees of
freedom (x/df), the Non-Normed Fit Index (NNFI; Bentler & Bonett, 1980), the
Comparative Fit Index (CFI; Bentler, 1990), and the Root Mean Square of Ap-
proximation (RMSEA; Steiger, 1980). Although a nonsignificant p value has tra-
ditionally been used as a criterion for not rejecting an SEM, this criterion is overly
strict and sensitive for models with many variables (Kelloway, 1998). Therefore, in
the present study, alternative criteria that reflect real-world conditions were also
used. A model in which y?/df was < 2, CFI and NNFI were each greater then
0.90, and the RMSEA index was between 0.00 and 0.06 with confidence intervals
between 0.00 and 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1998, 1999) was deemed acceptable. These
moderately stringent acceptance criteria clearly reject inadequate or poorly spec-
ified models while accepting for consideration models that meet real-world criteria
for reasonable fit and representation of the data (Kelloway, 1998).

5. Although self-esteem and attachment have traditionally been examined from
different perspectives, an overlap between these two constructs has been implicitly
assumed, and even demonstrated, by some researchers (e.g., Cassidy, 1990). At-
tachment styles and self-esteem variables are highly correlated. In this case, nei-
ther may contribute significantly to the model after the other one is included, but
together they contribute much and might lead to misleading inferences. If this
happens, the attachment styles and self-esteem variables are collinear and the re-
sults show multicollinearity. To ensure that attachment styles and self-esteem
variables, although highly correlated, did not both convey essentially the same
information, multicollinearity diagnostic analyses were performed. Eigenvalues of
the scaled and uncentered cross-products matrix, condition indices, and variance-
decomposition proportions along with variance inflation factors (VIF) and tol-
erances from a multicollinearity diagnostic analyses indicated the absence of the
multicollinearity problems; thus attachment styles and pre- and postexposure self-
esteem measures are not redundant.
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The direct association models (Study 1). Rectangles indicate mea-
sured variables and large circles represent latent constructs. Small
circles reflect residual (e) or disturbance (d). Numbers above or next
to endogenous variables represent the amount of variance explained
(RZ). Bidirectional arrows depict correlations and unidirectional ar-
rows depict hypothesized directional, “causal” links. Standardized
maximum likelihood parameters are used. Bold estimates are statis-
tically significant. Pre = before induction and post = after induction.
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among the separate observed indicator variables that are not
shown through the assessment of the relations among the latent
construct and observed measures examined in the structural
model presented in the figures. It is important to note here that se-
ries of Hierarchical Multiple Regressions with attachment anxiety,
attachment avoidance, and their product term (interaction) on each
of the outcome variables in response to the induced imaginary ro-
mantic rejection while controlling for their baseline levels demon-
strated that it is only the attachment anxiety, not the attachment
avoidance, that was found to correlate significantly with the outcome
measures.

Analytic Strategy

Initially, we followed Baron and Kenny’s (1986) criteria for medi-
ation, according to which (a) there must be a significant association
between the predictor and criterion variables and (b) in an equation
including both the mediator and the criterion variable, there must be
a significant association between the predictor and mediator, and the
mediator must be a significant predictor of the criterion variable. If
the significant, direct relationship between the predictor and the cri-
terion variables in the equation that includes both the mediator and
the predictor variable declines, the obtained pattern is consistent
with the mediation hypothesis. If the direct association approaches
zero, the mediator can be said to fully (although not necessarily ex-
clusively) account for the relationship between the predictor and the
criterion (Baron & Kenny, 1986).

Accordingly, in the following analyses, we first analyzed the mod-
els of the direct association between attachment anxiety and changes
in negative affect (anxiety, dysphoria, and hostility), anger expres-
sions, and somatic symptoms (see Figure 1).® Then, the models of the
direct and indirect associations between attachment anxiety and
these outcome variables through reports of changes in self-evalua-
tion (self-esteem and pride) were specified (see Figure 2). We con-
trolled for associations relating to the errors (auto-correlations) of

6. When adding the avoidance scores and Avoidance x Attachment anxiety
interaction (product term) to the examined model, it was on/y the attachment
anxiety that related significantly to outcomes.
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—40 1

Figure 2

The indirect association models (Study 1). Rectangles indicate mea-
sured variables and large circles represent latent constructs. Small
circles reflect residual (e) or disturbance (d). Numbers above or next
to endogenous variables represent the amount of variance explained
(RZ). Bidirectional arrows depict correlations and unidirectional ar-
rows depict hypothesized directional, “causal” links. Standardized
maximum likelihood parameters are used. Bold estimates are statis-
tically significant. The dotted path indicates a significant drop in the
direct path from attachment anxiety to changes in outcome scores
when changes in self-evaluation scores are included in the model.
Pre = before induction and post = after induction.
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measurements relating to the same report source for pre- and post-
exposure measures of negative affects and for self-esteem and pride.
Moreover, our design allowed us to control for, and estimate the
associations between, the Time 1 measure of self-evaluation and the
Time 2 affective outcome and the associations between the Time 1
measure of affective outcome and self-evaluation at Time 2.

Analyses of the specified mediational models fit the data very well:
2 =46.132, df=33, y*/df=1398, p=.06, NNFI=0.919,
CFI=0.974, and RMSEA =0.05 for changes in negative mood;
v?=6.053, df=6, y*/df=1.009, p=.417, NNFI=0.997,
CFI =1.000, and RMSEA = 0.008 for changes in anger expressions;
and y>=9.672, df=6, ¥*/df=1.612, p=.139, NNFI=0.995,
CFI =0.998, and RMSEA = 0.06 for changes in somatic symptoms.
Mediation occurs when the indirect association of a predictor and an
outcome, through a mediator, significantly reduces the predictor’s
direct association with the outcome (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Once
we controlled for the change in self-evaluation, the declines in the
coefficients of the direct paths from attachment anxiety (predictor)
to change in outcomes were significant according to z’ statistical tests
(z/'=2.80, p<.01, 2/ =3.09, p<.01, 2/ =2.44, p<.01, and z' =2.21,
p<.01 for negative mood, anger expressions, and somatic symp-
toms, respectively). The indirect association significantly contributed
(40%, 39%, 14%, and 23%) to the variance in negative mood, anger
expressions, and somatic symptoms, respectively.

However, although Baron and Kenny’s (1986) recommendations
are influential and widely cited, some recent criticism has been raised
(see MacKinnon, Lockwood, Hoffman, West, & Sheets, 2002), es-
pecially in regard to their use of Sobel’s (1982) Large Sample Test to
examine the significance of the indirect association. Therefore, in the
following analyses, we also investigated the sampling variability of
estimates of the indirect association, using the bootstrap framework
recently adapted for use in mediation in SEM by Shrout and Bolger
(2002) and Mallinckrodt, Abraham, Wei, and Russell (2006).” Using

7. There has been considerable controversy about the best way to estimate the
standard error used in the significance test. There are numerous approaches to
calculation of standard errors and a recent paper by MacKinnon et al. (2002)
includes a thorough review and comparison of these different approaches. This
paper reports the results from a Monte Carlo study of a variety of methods for
testing the significance of indirect effects and examined the Type I and Type II
error rates of each. Although most of the approaches controlled Type I errors

jopy 546
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options in AMOS, we implemented this procedure in the mediational
models, which involved drawing 1,000 bootstrapping samples. We
found that 100% of the bootstrap samples converged for all of the
models analyzed. As shown in Table 2, the 95% confidence intervals
and the C.I. based on the bias-corrected bootstrap for the direct and
indirect associations in our models are consistent with the conclusion
that the direct and indirect associations are significantly different
from zero. These results suggest that our procedure led to a stable
estimate of the distributions.

Our results suggest that, after controlling for baseline levels of
state negative affectivity, individuals high on the attachment anx-
iety dimension are particularly vulnerable to increased psycho-
logical distress in response to an imaginary romantic rejection
situation. This increased vulnerability might be linked to the more
negative representations of self that were found to characterize the
anxious attachment dimension (Bartholomew & Horowitz, 1991;
Brennan et al., 1998). These findings are in line with Cassidy and
Kobak’s (1988) findings about the hyperactivation of the attach-
ment systems among anxiously attached people.Hyperactivation
is indicated by recurrent attempts to minimize distance from at-
tachment figures eliciting their support. It is also includes the
hyperactivation of negative emotions and thoughts, as well as the
persistence of psychological pain. Our findings are also congruent
with previously reported empirical results that have described the
tendencies of anxiously attached individuals to focus on their own
distress, ruminate on negative thoughts, and adopt emotion-
focused coping strategies that exacerbate, rather than diminish,
distress (e.g., Birnbaum, Orr, Mikulincer, & Florian, 1997;
Mikulincer & Florian, 1995; Pistole, 1995).

It is important to note that our findings point to attachment anx-
iety as a plausible predictor of changes in self-evaluation and affec-
tive outcomes beyond its associations with Time 1 measures of
affective reactions and self-evaluation. Moreover, none of the Time 1
measures of self-evaluation had significant associations with changes
in affective reactions. Also, none of the Time 1 measures of affective
reactions significantly related to self-evaluation scores at Time 2.

well, they did differ in their statistical power. An alternative approach recently
proposed by Shrout and Bolger (2002) uses bootstrapping for estimating standard
errors and may have greater power.



(%S6) S[BAIIU] 0UIPYUOD) PAJIALI0))

-paserg = 90uopyuod g ‘JUSWIOLIIE JUBPIOAR = JYPAY “Juswyoene Kjoixue = Pyxuy ‘sojdwes densjooq (gpo‘] uo paseq 10N

€l10” 29¢°L  TISO o'l qxe
199JJ9 J0211pU]

900" €T0'€E— 666TI—  LLO" L¥O'— SSO'0 0SY'T 1000° SS9'€— 9L0'T SwoIdwAs dnewos « uonen[eAg-J[os ',

I10° 860°0— T89°0— S00"  8I0° €00"  8YI'0 <CTOO" 6SI'E— €TI0 uonenfeAg-jos§ < HVUv °q

€00 LSE0T  8EI'T §90" SO 90" IS0'C 900" 09LC  88I'C swojdwAs onewos «— Nyuy ‘e
swoldwAs onewog

00" 91C°S LTO'1 060°1 qxe
199JJ9 J0211puU]

¥00" 8L0'S— OFOOI—  I¥0° T6T — 6207  €6CT 1000° SSE€'9— 8IT'T SuUOISSAIdXd 195Uy «— UONEN[eAZ-J[OS "0

€00" 891°0— 00L°0— 00" 100 €00"  vel’'0 1000 L6v'E— 6110 uonenfeag-je§ <~ VUV °q

00" LESP 0000 LEO" TR0 920"  89I'l 8¢0" 9L0C  0OCI'I SuoIssa1dxd IPFUY — Nyuy ‘e
suoissardxa 1o3uy

S00" €€C°¢S £¢8°0 SEl'l qxe
199JJ9 10211puU]

00" ICEy— VIS 6— PPO" 180°— [€0°  L6€'T 1000 €LI'9— CLO'I POOJAl 2ATIETON] «— uoneneAg-jjos .0

Y00 IST'0— <CELO0— S00" 800 €00"  €vI'0 00" 00I'€— 9¢1°0 uonenfeag-j[e§ <~ VUV °q

00" €I8°L 9LVl 6v0"  8CO° ve0" Sl 1007 CTrve Soe’l POOJN 9AIIESON «— VYUY "B
poow dANB3IN
>d 1ddn  1omo  seig-gs  oselg gS-4S A4S >d YD A4S 109159

0UAPYU0d DY densjoog oewnsg

(1 Apnis) uonPIPSN 10} SPOYISIAl dpIIS}00g PUD PIDPUDIS

(AS] SESA

jopy 546



jopy 546

20 Besser & Priel

These results suggest that we can be reasonably confident that the
defined associations are the results of attachment anxiety responses
to changes following the induced imaginary romantic rejection of
method.

Our analyses indicate that changes in self-evaluation in response
to an induced romantic rejection mediate the association between
high attachment anxiety and increased negative affective reactions
(anxiety, dysphoria, hostility, anger expressions, and somatic symp-
toms). Overall, the results of the mediating model support previous
findings (Mikulincer, Orbach, & Iavnieli, 1998), which described the
tendency of individuals high in the attachment anxiety dimension to
react to threatening situations by devaluing themselves.

The results of Study 1 point to the negative representation of the
self (inherent in attachment anxiety) as a specific vulnerability factor
to induced partner rejection. These findings suggest that the known
reduced self-esteem that results from anxiously attached persons’
perceptions of rejection may be one of the mechanisms that hyper-
activate negative emotions and thoughts. The crucial role that
aspects of self-evaluation play in this model suggests an important
similarity to patterns described in the current literature on
narcissism. Moreover, the findings of Study 1 suggest a possible
overlap between attachment anxiety and narcissism. Study 2 was
designed to explore this possibility.

STUDY 2: NEGATIVE REACTIONS TO AN INDUCED ROMANTIC
REJECTION: THE ROLES OF ATTACHMENT ANXIETY AND
COVERT NARCISSISM

Overview

Self-derogating tendencies among individuals positioning high in the
attachment anxiety dimension result in overly negative self-evalua-
tions that have been associated with pathological forms of narcissism
(e.g., Dickinson & Pincus, 2003; Pistole, 1995). Whereas attachment
avoidance was assumed to associate with extremely positive self-
representations and overt narcissism or grandiosity (Gabbard, 1998;
Wink, 1991), attachment anxiety, in contrast, seems to predispose a
person to, or to accompany, covert narcissism, which is characterized
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by self-focused attention (i.e., hypersensitivity to other people’s eval-
uation of oneself; Hendin & Cheek, 1997; Wink, 1991).

Study 2 addressed the contributions of attachment anxiety and
covert forms of narcissism to negative affective responses in a non-
clinical population within the context of the induced imaginary ro-
mantic rejection. Specifically, we intended to explore whether the
association between attachment anxiety and distress reactions to an
imaginary romantic rejection is specific to the attachment system
only or if it reflects specific narcissistic elements that have been found
to be associated with adult attachment anxiety.

Beyond theoretical differences, the term narcissism can be seen
as related to cognitive-affective patterning or to the structure
of the intrapsychic self (Blanck & Blanck, 1979; Kernberg, 1985;
Kohut & Wolf, 1978). Morf and Rhodewalt (2001) defined
narcissism as a personality process based on a grandiose yet vulner-
able self-concept. A person with a healthy self is assumed to be
able to regulate affect internally, sustain interpersonal relationships,
and differentiate and value the self and significant others (Pistole,
1995). When the self-structure is fragile, the person has more
difficulty maintaining an inner sense of comfort and esteem and so
is more easily wounded or hurt (i.e., more narcissistically vulnerable)
and more dependent on the esteem, confirmation, and comforting
of others. Like attachment theory, this conceptualization of
narcissism addresses issues of self-esteem, interpersonal relation-
ships, and affects regulation in both health and illness (see
Armstrong & Roth, 1989; Belsky & Nezworski, 1988; Bowlby,
1988; West & Sheldon, 1988). However, attachment theory centers
on interpersonal relationships and representations, whereas research
on narcissism encompasses issues of self-regard and inner resources.
Attachment theory sees working models of self as deriving from in-
terpersonal relationship patterns and intended to secure these rela-
tionships. Theories of narcissism see interpersonal relationships as
serving the patterning of the representation of the self. Both of these
perspectives consider negative self-representation to be a basic per-
sonality vulnerability that can affect the regulation of affect and the
quality of interpersonal relationships. The findings from Study 1
suggest that our understanding of insecure attachment, particularly
its anxiety dimension, can be enriched by taking into account
the perspective of narcissism and narcissistic strategies intended to
protect a vulnerable self-representation.
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In recent years, research in social and clinical psychology has
begun to explore the relationship between adult attachment
styles and forms of narcissism. Important similarities can be found
in the description of parenting patterns of individuals high in
the anxiety dimension and narcissistic individuals. Caregivers of
anxiously attached infants tend to be inconsistently responsive to
their infant’s needs, being sometimes unavailable and, at other
times, intrusive and/or overprotective. For instance, Cassidy and
Berlin (1994) suggested that whereas caregivers of anxious infants
are unavailable when their infants seek attention, they are more
involved when their infants are engaged in autonomous play
(see also Isabella & Belsky, 1991). A similar inconsistency is
characteristic of the patterns of parenting experienced by narcissis-
tic individuals.

A few recent studies compared attachment anxiety and narcissistic
personality structures. The anxiety dimension of attachment has
been found to include strong narcissistic elements, such as the need
to idealize the partner (Feeney & Noller, 1990; Hazan & Shaver,
1987), hypervigilance to cues of separation, and greater distress over
separation (Mikulincer, Kedem, & Paz, 1990). Strategies related to
attachment anxiety seem to mainly serve the needs of a depleted self
and not those of the relationship (see also Mikulincer, Paz, & Kedem,
1990). Dickinson and Pincus (2003) have reported a strong link
between covert narcissism and anxious (or fearful) styles of adult at-
tachment, as well as a weaker link with attachment avoidance.
Smolewska and Dion (2005) report compelling evidence on the asso-
ciation between covert narcissism and the anxiety dimension of ro-
mantic attachment; these authors assume a close association between
feelings of self-unworthiness and attachment anxiety. No detectable
relationship between overt narcissism and avoidant attachment style
was observed in this study. Also Otway and Vignoles (2006) have
shown, in a nonclinical sample, that recollections of parental overvalu-
ation or parental coldness contributed positively to the prediction of
narcissism, beyond levels of insecure attachment. On the basis of a study
of childhood recollections these authors reported a strong association
between anxious attachment and covert narcissism, but concluded that
covert narcissism cannot be equated with attachment anxiety. In the
present study we aimed at evaluating the extent and quality of the as-
sociations between attachment anxiety and covert narcissism using a
design that assesses affective responses to a present threat.
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Study 2 was conducted to investigate the relative contributions
of the attachment anxiety dimension and covert narcissistic
personality traits to the negative affective responses elicited by an
imaginary romantic rejection. Specifically, Study 2 was designed
to test the hypothesis that narcissism and attachment anxiety are
two related yet different personality constructs that associate
with strong negative responses to the induced imaginary romantic
rejection.

Method

Participants

Our sample consisted of 88 Israeli nonclinical participants (38 men, 50
women) who reported that they were currently involved in a serious
committed romantic relationship. Participants responded to our call for
volunteers to take part in a study of personality and mood. Participants
were a community sample of young adults in their mid-20s (range 20-29;
M =24.07, SD = 2.46). All participants had more than 12 years of formal
education (M = 13.23, SD = 1.38).

Measures and Procedure

Procedures were the same as those used in the pilot study and in Study 1,
except that participants also completed a measure of narcissism (HSNS;
Hendin & Cheek, 1997) during the first session. In the second session,
participants read the vignette (the hypothetical scenario used in the
pilot study and in Study 1) that was intended to evoke the threat of
romantic rejection, and then completed questionnaires intended to
measure specific reactions to the vignette, in terms of negative state
mood, anger expressions, and somatic symptoms. Potential order effects
within the presentations of the questionnaires, both before and after
exposure to the vignette, were controlled for by the randomized
presentation of the different questionnaires. Attachment dimensions
(ECR-R; Fraley et al., 2000), negative affective states (VAS; Albersna-
gel, 1988), anger (STAS; Spielberger et al., 1983), and somatic symptoms
(SCBAI; Lehrer & Woolfolk, 1982) were measured using the same
questionnaires used in Study 1.

Narcissism. Covert narcissism was measured using the Hypersensitive
Narcissism Scale (Hypersensitive Narcissism Scale [HSNS]; Hendin &
Cheek, 1997). The HSNS is composed of 10 items that are rated using a 5—
point, Likert—type scale (1 = very uncharacteristic or untrue, strongly dis-
agree to 5 = very characteristic or true, strongly agree). These items were
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selected from a narcissism scale originally developed by Murray (1938; as
cited by Hendin & Cheek, 1997) so as to converge closely with a
composite of two MMPI scales identified as measures of covert narcis-
sism (see Rose, 2002). However, compared to the MMPI measures,
the HSNS has much greater face validity, reflecting the original source
of the items. Items measure recognizable features of covert narcissism,
such as self-absorption (e.g., “I can easily become entirely absorbed in
thinking about my personal affairs, my health, my cares, or my relations
to others) and hypersensitivity (e.g., “My feelings are easily hurt by
ridicule or the slighting remarks of others”). For reliability and validity
information for this measure, please see Gleason, Jarudi, & Cheek, 2003
and Meier, 2004).

Cronbach’s « values obtained in the present study for the multi-items
scales are reported in Table 3.

Results and Discussion

As expected, and confirming the findings of Study 1, participants’
ratings of their negative state mood levels were significantly higher
after the experience of the threat of romantic rejection—evoking
situation (induced romantic partners’ betrayal), relative to their
baseline levels, F(1, 87)=61.114, p<.0001, nlz,z 41 for anxiety,
F(1, 87)=257.524, p<.0001, nm,=.75 for dysphoria, and
F(1, 87) = 140.420, p<.0001, nf) = .62 for hostility. Confirming the
findings of Study 1, participants’ ratings of their anger expressions,
F(1, 87) = 333.298, p<.0001, nfj = .80, and somatic symptoms were
significantly higher after the experience of the threat of romantic
rejection, F(1, 87)=108.938, p<.0001, nf,: .56. Means and stan-
dard deviations are presented in Table 3.

Predicting Change in Negative Affectivity

To explore this question, the associations between attachment anx-
iety and narcissism and negative outcomes were explored using SEM
(Hoyle & Smith, 1994) strategy that allows for the evaluation of
the attachment anxiety—covert narcissism link while assessing
measurement errors in the dependent and independent variables
and auto-correlations among errors in repeated, self-reported mea-
sures. All SEM analyses were performed with the AMOS software
(Version 4.0; Arbuckle, 1999), using the maximum-likelihood
method.
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Table 3 presents the intercorrelations between the study vari-
ables.® These data were provided to depict the first-order correla-
tions among the separate observed indicator variables that are
not available through the assessment of the relations among the
latent construct and observed measures examined in the structural
models presented in the figures. It is important to note here that,
as in Study 1, series of Hierarchical Multiple Regressions with
attachment anxiety, attachment avoidance, and their product term
(interaction) on each of the outcome variables in response to the
induced imaginary romantic rejection while controlling for their base-
line levels demonstrated that it is only attachment anxiety, but not
attachment avoidance, that was found to significantly correlate with
outcome measures.

As in Study 1, we analyzed the association between attachment
anxiety and change in negative mood. The specified models (sce
Figure 3a) fit the data very well: x> = 13.805, df = 11, %*/df = 1.255,
p=0.244 NNFI = 0.949, CFI = 0.989, and RMSEA = 0.05. We then
analyzed the association of narcissism and change in negative mood.
The specified models (see Figure 3b) fit the data very well: x> = 9.307,
df=11, ¥*/df = 0.846, p=0.594, NNFI =0.964, CFI = 1.000, and
RMSEA = 0.001. Finally, we analyzed the combined associations of
attachment anxiety and narcissism and change in negative mood. The
specified models (see Figure 3c) fit the data very well: x> = 15.660,
df=15, y*/df=1.044, p=0.405, NNFI=0.948, CFI=0.998, and
RMSEA =0.02. The significant association between narcissism and
change in negative affectivity (f = .37, t = 3.390, p<.001) declined and
became nonsignificant when attachment anxiety was included in the

8. Although narcissism and attachment have traditionally been examined from
different perspectives, recent research suggests the two constructs may share a
similar underlying structure (Brennan & Shaver, 1998; Feintuch, 1999). Attach-
ment styles and narcissism variables are highly correlated. In this case, neither
may contribute significantly to the model after the other one is included and might
lead to misleading inferences. If this happens, the attachment styles and narcissism
variables might be collinear and the results show multicollinearity. To ensure that
attachment styles and narcissism variables, although highly correlated, do not
both convey essentially the same information, multicollinearity diagnostic ana-
lyses were performed. Eigenvalues of the scaled and uncentered cross-products
matrix, condition indices, and variance-decomposition proportions along with
VIF and tolerances from a multicollinearity diagnostic analyses indicated the ab-
sence of the multicollinearity problems; thus attachment styles and narcissism
measures are not redundant.
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Mood-post .15
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Figure 3

Anxiety attachment and covert narcissism associations with change
in negative affect (Study 2). Rectangles indicate measured variables
and large circles represent latent constructs. Small circles reflect re-
sidual (e) or disturbance (d). Numbers above or next to endogenous
variables represent the amount of variance explained (Rz). Bidirec-
tional arrows depict correlations and unidirectional arrows depict
hypothesized directional or “causal” links. Standardized maximum
likelihood parameters are used. Bold estimates are statistically
significant. Pre = before induction and post = after induction.

model (= .21, = 1.884, ns), and the association between attachment
anxiety and change in negative affectivity remained significant (ff = .34,
t =2.838, p<.005). Thus, attachment anxiety was found to be a signifi-
cant predictor of change in negative affectivity beyond narcissism.

Predicting Change in Anger Expressions and Somatic Symptoms

After controlling for baseline levels of anger expression, we found
that narcissism significantly predicted change in anger expression
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following romantic rejection (f=.29, t=2.78, p<.007). When
attachment anxiety was included in the model, narcissism no longer
predicted change in anger expressions following romantic rejection
(p=.12, 1 =1.05, ns). After controlling for baseline levels of somatic
symptoms, narcissism significantly predicted change in somatic
symptoms following romantic rejection (ff = .30, = 3.00, p<.004).
When attachment anxiety was included in the model, narcissism no
longer predicted change in somatic symptoms following romantic
rejection (ff = .15, t = 1.31, ns). Thus, attachment anxiety was found
to be a significant predictor of change in both anger expressions and
somatic symptoms following romantic rejection, beyond the associ-
ations between narcissism and these changes.

The results of Study 2 support our findings involving the associa-
tions between attachment anxiety and changes in negative affectivity,
anger expressions, and somatic symptoms in response to the threat
of romantic rejection. Moreover, Study 2 also demonstrates an
important association between narcissism and anger.” Although the
discussion between attachment and narcissism theories centers mostly
on the relative importance of interpersonal versus intrapsychic models
of development and adult functioning, the empirical data seem to re-
sists this dichotomy. Interpersonal, as well as intrapsychic, processes
may not be exclusive (see also Bateman & Fonagy, 2003; Blatt & Levy,
2003) and may both contribute to a person’s response to a threat to an
attachment relation. In our study across all three dependent measures,
narcissism was no longer associated with changes in affect once
attachment anxiety was entered in the models, indicating that
both attachment behavior and narcissistic tendencies may be active
in the production of negative responses to a romantic rejection
and suggesting that an individual’s position in the attachment anxi-
ety dimension may constitute one of the sources of covert narcissistic
tendencies.

These findings linking attachment anxiety to covert narcissism
may help to partially explain the difference between various concep-

9. In both studies, when the avoidance scores and Avoidance x Attachment anx-
iety interaction (product term) were included in the models, it was only the at-
tachment anxiety that related significantly to outcomes. Moreover, in Study 2, we
also included the Attachment anxiety x Narcissism interaction in the examined
models and found that this interaction did not contribute significantly to the pre-
diction of any of the outcomes.
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tualizations of the associations between narcissism and attachment
anxiety and avoidance. Whereas some authors have reported that
attachment avoidance is the main factor in vulnerability to narcis-
sism (e.g., Blatt & Levy, 2003), others have claimed that narcissism
is determined by the attachment anxiety dimension (Dickinson &
Pincus, 2003; Mikulincer, Kedem, et al., 1990; Mikulincer, Paz et al.,
1990; Smolewska & Dion, 2005).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

The current work describes the results of two studies in which non-
clinical community sample participants experienced an imaginary
threat of romantic rejection. Their responses were assessed in terms
of changes in the level of state negative affect, self-esteem, pride, and
anger expressions, as well as somatic symptoms.

The findings of these studies underscore the importance of
attachment anxiety to psychological vulnerability vis-a-vis a threat
of potential disruption of a romantic relationship. Our study
suggests that participants positioning high on the attachment
anxiety dimension are particularly vulnerable to the threat of
romantic rejection. Moreover, high levels of attachment anxiety
are associated not only with low self-esteem, they also seem to
play an important role in the nonadaptive management of distressful
interpersonal situations.

Even though a causal design was not investigated in the studies
presented, the obtained pattern of findings on the changes that oc-
curred in the evaluations of the participant’s negative affect, anger,
symptoms, and self-evaluations is consistent with a specific direction
in the relationship between psychological distress and self-esteem.
Our results indicate that fear of rejection, or of not deserving the love
of a significant other, results in further distress, but not the other way
around. That is, participants’ initial levels of distress did not associate
with more negative initial levels of self-evaluation. Thus, although
people with higher attachment anxiety scores are likely to experience
lower levels of self-esteem and higher levels of psychological distress,
in general, our findings suggest that it is lowered self-evaluation
(esteem and pride) that plays an essential role in the feelings of an-
ger, distress, and vulnerability experienced in response to the induced
imaginary rejection by, or potential loss of, a significant other.
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Our findings in regard to the link between interpersonal rejection
and one’s self-evaluation and psychological distress are in line with
previous studies of young adults, which found that attachment anx-
iety is associated with the oversignaling of involvement and rela-
tionship needs, as well as with an inability to accurately perceive
others’ commitment (Guerrero & Burgoon, 1996). One possible
explanation for the link between the induced imaginary romantic
rejection and a lowered self-evaluation might be the tendency of in-
dividuals high on the attachment anxiety demension to repeatedly
seek reassurance. Recent research reports that excessive reassurance-
seeking behavior mediates depressive symptoms among anxiously
attached young adults (Shaver, Schachner, & Mikulincer, 2005).
Further studies might also include the incorporation of measures of
general (pre-event) and specific (postevent) excessive reassurance-
seeking behavior into our model, allowing us to estimate the role of
increased, excessive reassurance-seeking behavior as an additional
mediator of negative change in the self-evaluation and increased
negative psychological outcomes.

Our studies allowed for some discrimination between the contri-
butions of attachment anxiety and covert narcissism to the strong
negative responses provoked by the imaginary rejection of a roman-
tic partner. Although these two constructs (attachment anxiety and
covert narcissism) are associated with each other, each makes a
specific contribution to affect regulation. However, our findings
support a model according to which it is the attachment anxiety
that accounts for the association of narcissistic tendencies with
increased vulnerability in the context of interpersonal rejection.
On a more speculative level, our findings seem to support a concep-
tualization of attachment anxiety as a basic construct that
may strongly affect covert narcissism scores, emphasizing the fun-
damental role of interpersonal experience in structuring personality
vulnerabilities.

Limitations and Further Directions

General Limitations and Suggestions

Some potential limitations of our research should be mentioned.
Given that our study focused on relatively young adults, it is not
clear if the present findings can be generalized to older adults or
other populations. It would be valuable to examine the relations
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among attachment anxiety, self esteem/pride, and negative affective
outcomes in more diverse populations and different racial/ethnic
groups. In addition, although in the present work prior gender mean
differences and differences in the correlations were not postulated,
they were nevertheless explored post hoc, in light of the fact
that previous research has suggested that men and women may
differ in their responses to the infidelity of a romantic partner.
An impressive body of research has been devoted to testing the
hypothesis that women respond with stronger negative emotions
to their mates’ emotional infidelity, whereas men generate
stronger negative emotions in response to sexual infidelity. This
hypothesis has received considerable empirical support, especially as
measured by self-reports of emotional distress using a forced-choice
response format (Buss et al., 1992). However, recent research on
this issue (Harris, 2003, 2005) has proposed a lack of gender
differences. In congruence with these findings, no significant gender
differences were observed in the present study. One possible
explanation may be that the situation used in our study did not
clearly differentiate between these two possibilities (i.e., emotional
infidelity vs. sexual infidelity). Further research might explore
the proposed model while presenting clearly demarcated situations
of romantic rejection or a committed relationship due to either
emotional or sexual infidelity, and extend the model to include
the role played by gender. An important additional variable to
be included in further research is the quality of the current
romantic relationship as it may interact with personality and
distress variables.

Methodological Caveats and Suggestions Relating to Causal Processes

Our models cannot provide a definitive answer to the question of the
direction of the effects (Spencer, Zanna, & Fong, 2005) of self-concept
and affective outcomes variables, nor can it be compared to the
proposed alternative reversed effects model (i.e., the possibility that
attachment anxiety affects mood thereby activating mood process
that impact self esteem) because these are known as equivalent models
that can not be statistically compared. Consequently we proposed
the direction of the effects according to theoretical underpinnings.
The empirical demonstration of the mediational effects would need an
enhanced longitudinal design (Cole & Maxwell, 2003). Even though two
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waves of measurement provide a good indication of the direction of
effects, mediational effects are best tested with three waves of data (e.g.,
T1 predictor — T2 mediator — T3 outcome; Cole & Maxwell, 2003)
that allow us to separate the mediator not only from the predictor but
also from the outcome, increasing possible causal inferences (Shrout &
Bolger, 2002).

The design used in the present studies did not allow us to explore
the possible moderational effects of attachment anxiety. The
exploration of such a model would need a randomized study design
that also includes a nonthreat group. When threat and nonthreat
conditions are included, one can define the effect of the threat
condition on mood or other outcomes and then examine whether
individuals with high attachment anxiety are more affected by
the threat than those who are more secure. The lack of a nonthreat
control group in our study also prevented the testing of a
moderational model in the framework of “differential choice—
differential effectiveness models” (Bolger & Zuckerman, 1995).
Bolger and Zuckerman tested this “‘differential exposure-reactivity”
model that assumes that certain personality dispositions may
make high-scoring individuals opt for certain preferred coping
modes that in turn are especially effective for them. Accordingly,
in further investigations in this area it is important to use a
longitudinal design with three waves of data (for the estimation of
predictors, mediators, and outcomes) and randomized experiments,
manipulating interpersonal stress (e.g., rejection and neutral
conditions) and estimating as well as manipulating attachment
security (e.g., using priming). This design would allow for a more
direct estimation of the question of whether people high in the
dimension of attachment anxiety who encounter stressful events
(e.g., rejection or relationship threat), experience them as more
aversive and react with higher levels of negative affect than those
low in this trait as well as whether these effects are mediated by
these individuals’ lowered self-concept (esteem) resulting from the
encounter with these stressful events.

In summary, despite their limitations, using a pre/post design, the
present studies support a view of attachment anxiety as promoting
maladaptive affect regulation strategies in response to the lowering
of self-evaluation in the context of romantic rejection. Moreover,
our findings also indicate that both attachment behavior and nar-
cissistic tendencies may be active in the production of overtly neg-
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ative responses to a romantic rejection and suggest that high scores
in the attachment anxiety dimension may constitute one of the
sources of covert narcissistic tendencies.
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