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Attack the self to maintain relationship with others

Reassure the self in defense of the pain from rejection

Attachment security:
No effect on predicting either
self-attack/ self-reassurance
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H1: Attachment anxiety: self-attack↑ H2: Attachment avoidance: self-reassurance↑

N = 197 undergraduates (age :19.9 ± 1.78; 41.1% male)

SHAME-ELICITING CONTEXT (Slepian, Kirby, & Kalokerinos, 2019) MEASURES

State-dependent self-relating responses
• Self-attacking 
• Self-reassuring

Dispositional attachment style (ECR-S)
• Attachment anxiety
• Attachment avoidance

State anxiety and depression (HADS)
• State anxiety
• State depression

Revisit their secrets and confront the undesired self
• Secret recall and nomination
• Elaboration of the secret

Pre-manipulation measures
• Basic Emotion Scale (BES)
• State-dependent Self-relating Responses

Post-manipulation measures
• Basic Emotion Scale (BES)
• State-dependent Self-relating Responses
• Experience in Close Relationship Scale (ECR-S)
• Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS)

Baseline phase

Exposure phase

Response phase

Basic emotions (BES)
• Positive
• Negative

SELF-REASSURANCE

- Attachment anxiety remained to be a significant predictor of self-attacking
when state anxiety and depression were controlled for.

- Self-attacking, a seemingly destructive way of relating to oneself, may
indeed serve the function to pursue the ideal self and cling to close others in
difficult times.

- Implication: to establish and maintain a balanced self-other knowledge in
individuals with high level of self-attacking behaviors?

- Account1: methodological issue (acceptance and rejection may be two independent mechanisms)
- Anxiously-attached individuals are sensitive to rejection whereas avoidantly-attached

individuals are sensitive to acceptance but not rejection (MacDonald & Borsook, 2010)
- Implication: use a positive approach to study attachment avoidance?

- Account2: the two constructs do not correlate by nature
- To maximize distance with others and avoid pain, avoidantly-attached individuals may devalue

others (Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999), but that does not necessarily imply they adopt an
accepting attitude to reassure the self

When things go wrong, why do people dislike the self?
- In face of our own failures and inadequacies, the
manner we relate to the ourselves can be categorized
into two styles:

- Self-attacking: holding a negative attitude
(e.g., blaming the self, criticizing the self)

- Self-reassurance: holding a positive attitude
(e.g., accepting the self, soothing the self)

What drives some of us to reassure the self while others
attack the self instead?

Close other and the self
The manner we maintain interpersonal distance can be
conceptualized along two dimensions of negativity of self
and other:
- Negativity of self (attachment anxiety):

minimize distance & crave for intimacy
- Negativity of other (attachment avoidance):

maximize distance & avoid intimacy
- Low in anxiety and avoidance (attachment security):

flexible distance

Internalized other included in the self
When tension arises between the internalized other and the
self…
- To minimize distance with the internalized other, people
increase the negativity of self to cling to others through
upgrading the self à adopt a negative self-attitude
- To maximize distance, people increase the positivity of self
to promote self-reliance à adopt a positive self-attitude
- People with well-balanced self-other knowledge do not have
to rigidly increase the positivity or negativity of self

Attachment avoidance:
Predict self-reassurance

Attachment anxiety:
Predict self-attacking

Maintain a balanced and flexible distance

✓ ✕

- Attachment anxiety predicted self-attacking
- Attachment security (low anxiety and avoidance) have
insignificant predictive power in predicting self-attacking

Our experimental 
manipulation is 

successful in creating 
a context in which 
negative affect was 

elicited.

Attachment anxiety, attachment
avoidance and attachment
security did not predict self-
reassurance.
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Error bar: 95% CI. ***p < .001.


